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ABSTRACT 
From the courtesan Esther in Honoré de Balzac’s Splendeurs et misères des 
courtisanes (1838-1847) to the femme stérile in Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal 
(1857) to Edgar Degas’s nudes, women’s objectified bodies dominated artistic attention 
in nineteenth-century France. Appearance defined their roles, and tropes often replaced 
women in narratives centered on male desire. However, the women in these works resist 
erasure and challenge feminine passivity and marginalization. This dissertation explores 
their ambiguous female identities and their strategies of resistance. 
The tension in Balzac’s, Baudelaire’s, and Degas’s works between objectifying 
women and their textual importance emerges through the relationships among subject, 
object, and the abject self (as defined by Judith Butler) and among the narrator, the work, 
and sometimes the reader or viewer. The male gaze limits women’s identities within the 
subject-object-abject framework. In turn, these women exercise soft power to alter their 
status and identities. Joseph Nye defines soft power as attracting others and co-opting 
their power to achieve one’s goals. Through gender theory, I redefine these women, not 
only as objects of desire, but also as narrative subjects.  
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In Balzac’s novel, Esther negotiates social dynamics to define her identity. She 
progresses from passive object to untenable abject self to literary subject. By using her 
body, creating documents, and crafting ritualized social encounters, Esther claims 
ownership of herself. In Les Fleurs du mal, Baudelaire often portrays women as a pretext 
for poetics. Yet, “La Chevelure,” “La Beauté,” “L’Homme et la mer,” and “Le Serpent 
qui danse,” display signs of feminine power. Baudelaire stages interactions between the 
poet-narrator and the sexualized woman and counteracts the subject-object binary 
through the gaze. Both the poet-narrator and representations of the feminine are 
necessary to advance the text. Degas’s nudes hinge upon voyeurism, objectification, and 
self-representation. Degas’s women are ambiguous, as shown in selected brothel 
monotypes, bather pastels, lithographs, and sculptures. Through Caroline Armstrong’s 
and Kathryn Brown’s readings of the monotypes, I demonstrate how these works 
challenge the male gaze and grant the female nude at least partial status as narrative 
subject. Tracing these works across media elucidates a female interiority that resists 
objectification. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Sexualized and objectified women are prominent in 19th French literature and art. 
From the courtesan Esther in Honoré de Balzac’s Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes 
(1838-1847) to the femme stérile in Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal (1857) to 
Edgar Degas’s many reprisals of the female nude, women’s bodies were a constant object 
of artistic attention. In this transformative century – marked by the concept of the 
individual as a product of and a reflection on his society – the place of women in art 
remained uncertain. Appearance, not action, often defined their roles, and tropes of the 
feminine might stand in for actual women in narratives centered on male desire. Of 
particular interest to these and many other artists of the time was the concept of woman 
as a sexual being and, most especially, the figure of the prostitute, as it was through 
transgressive figures that the artists could best reflect on modernism.  
While the works here under consideration do not all explicitly evoke prostitution, 
they distill essential elements of the way in which 19th century France conceptualized the 
sexual woman within art and society. Balzac, Baudelaire, and Degas may be separated by 
genre, but their portrayals of the feminine experience are united in that the works stage 
and subsequently undermine the stereotypes of their day. Despite including frequent 
sexual objectification, the depiction of female characters in these works pushes back 
against erasure. In ways both subtle and overt, the portrayals of these women hijack that 
objectification to inject another perspective into the narrative. The resulting 
destabilization of the oeuvre ultimately encourages the reader or viewer to challenge 
assumptions of feminine passivity and marginalization. This dissertation explores the 
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ambiguous nature of the female identities – both those that objectify and those that do not 
– as they are portrayed in these works, as well as the methods of textual resistance that 
define the limits and impact of those identities. It is not the aim of this dissertation to 
assign intentionality – or even complete awareness – to the artists regarding these 
qualities of their work. Rather, this analysis seeks to elucidate a particular phenomenon 
by which the women they portray escape convention and stereotype and manifest as 
fuller, more complex characters. 
In all of the works here under consideration, these three artists’ representations of 
women and the feminine depend upon a tension between, on the one hand, the 
objectification and marginalization of women and, on the other, their simultaneous 
centrality to the work’s meaning. The apparent paradox of this tension renders visible the 
subtle deconstruction of that same objectification and emphasizes the feminine voice 
within the work. The point of entry into this phenomenon lies in two triangulated 
relationships that are crucial in identity formation in art: that of the subject, the object, 
and the abject self; and that of the narrator or implicit artist, the woman featured in the 
text or artwork, and the reader or viewer. The term “abject self,” taken from Judith 
Butler’s Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (1993, xiii), refers to those 
aspects of the body that must be rejected to create a viable identity as a subject within a 
social framework. Here, this term is applied instead to the formation of a woman’s 
gendered social identity. This shift in frame from the social inscription of biological sex 
to the inscription of a more general social identity corresponds with a redefinition of the 
abject self. For the purposes of this analysis, the abject self refers to an identity that 
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cannot be taken on by the social subject – even though the subject might desire to do so – 
because that identity is unacceptable within her particular milieu. In Balzac’s novel, for 
example, this reading of the abject self comes to define Esther’s identity as she struggles 
to escape her courtesan past to become some version of a femme comme il faut.1 
Likewise, there is some degree of overlap between the subject-object-abject triad and that 
of the narrator/artist, the depicted woman, and the reader or viewer. Generally, the 
narrator/artist is presented as the subject of a given work, and the depicted woman is its 
assumed object. The reader or viewer stands outside of this binary and may either 
participate in or choose to reject the objectification of the woman. 
In the works of all three artists here under examination, the gaze offers the key to 
unlocking the conflicting messages of female objectification and representation. The 
male gaze, as defined by Laura Mulvey (11), and those artistic elements designed to 
privilege it enforce the objectification that will ultimately be undercut by the works’ 
depictions of women. The male gaze is the ultimate source of female objectification 
across the works here under consideration, and it operates at multiple levels. The 
particularities of these women’s objectification vary from straightforward reduction to the 
status of object, to sexualization, to marginalization, to a combination of these elements. 
In the case of Balzac’s novel, Esther is objectified by the male characters who desire her 
or who wish to profit from her sexuality. At least in the beginning of the novel, she is 
                                                 
1 In a note in the present edition, Barbéris defines “une femme comme il faut” to mean 
“la bourgeoise distinguée, forgée par Balzac en 1840 dans Autre étude de femme. La 
femme comme il faut de la monarchie de Juillet a remplacé la grande dame de la 
Restauration” (747). 
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further objectified by the narration itself, as the visual impact of her presence in the 
opening scenes is carefully staged. In Baudelaire’s poems, it is largely the poet-narrator 
who imposes female objectification by framing the woman he desires as a pretext for 
poetic expression. Finally, Degas’s works marginalize and objectify the women they 
depict by emphasizing and eroticizing their unclothed bodies for the viewer. The male 
gaze then also serves to limit and define women’s identities within the subject-object-
abject framework, as this lens sets the parameters for the social definition of gender roles. 
Although Balzac’s novel offers the clearest representation of the abject self, the works of 
all three artists still depend heavily on the negotiation of the subject-object binary 
between the gazing male subject and the female object of his gaze.  
Perhaps paradoxically, in order for the depictions of women to resist this limiting 
paradigm, the gaze of the reader or viewer may also be solicited by the text, because it is 
on this level – as well as that of the narrative itself – that the status of these women must 
be resolved. Notably in Degas’s works, the inclusion of certain details – such as a letter 
or a particular pose – undercuts the objectifying stereotype of the women’s eroticized 
bodies because they invite the viewer to look beyond the cliché. Balzac also counters 
simple objectification of Esther in his novel by granting the reader access to contestatory 
elements of her thoughts and actions. On a more intratextual level, feminine resistance to 
objectification is performed by the depicted female character, either by direct speech or 
action or through the indirect impact of her pose, gestures, or persistent presence, as in 
“Le Serpent qui danse” or “Woman Having her Hair Combed.” This character-driven 
resistance against objectification imposed by the other characters depicted in the work 
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takes on myriad forms, ranging from reproduction of specific social roles, to seduction, to 
misdirection.  
Yet, at the heart of many of the strategies of resistance depicted in these works 
lies the concept of “soft power.” This term, coined by the political scientist, Joseph Nye, 
Jr., is here defined as attracting others and co-opting their power to achieve one’s own 
goals indirectly. 2 The women rely upon soft power’s various facets to influence their 
status and identities in relation to the other characters of these works. But their attractive 
and attracting qualities also shape how the reader or viewer sees them. By drawing on 
Laura Mulvey’s theories of the sexualized woman as surface and Judith Butler’s theories 
of identity creation as citational and performative, these women can be redefined through 
their soft power, not only as objects of desire, but also as subjects of their respective 
textual or visual narratives.  
The first chapter of this dissertation comprises a close analysis of Esther, the 
courtesan in Balzac’s Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes, and traces the progression of 
her changing identity as she negotiates the shifting power dynamics in her relationships 
with her idolized lover, Lucien, and his controlling mentor, Vautrin. Her agency remains 
contested throughout the text, as she is defined by the near-constant presence of the male 
gaze and a textual focus on her sexualized body. Nevertheless, Esther’s development, 
                                                 
2 The term “soft power” first appeared in Nye’s book Bound to Lead: The Changing 
Nature of American Politics (New York: Basic Books, 1990). He further developed the 
concept in Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2004). 
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shown as a kind of dressage, follows a path from passive object to untenable abject self, 
to textual subject. 3 Through this process, she strives to leave behind her past as the 
courtesan La Torpille in favor of a new persona in the form of her abject self: the 
redeemed Angel. The narrative first seems to present Esther as the compliant or even 
clichéd prostitute with a heart of gold, a trope which neatly corresponds with the 
objectification and marginalization she suffers at the hands of the other characters in the 
novel. However, a close reading of specific structural and descriptive elements of the 
novel gradually reveals her ability to subtly assert her own voice and reclaim her image 
despite the efforts of the other characters to control and define her. Esther communicates 
her perspective and desires to the other characters – and especially to the reader – through 
the use of her body, the creation of physical documents, and carefully ritualized social 
encounters. These same techniques help her to resist marginalization and solidify those 
aspects of her identity that ultimately transform her from textual object to narrative 
subject. 
Chapter Two focuses on four selected poems from Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du 
Mal: “La Chevelure,” “La Beauté,” “L’Homme et la mer,” and “Le Serpent qui danse.” 
In this poetry collection, the sexualized woman is often reduced to a source of artistic 
inspiration or a pretext for poetic display. Baudelaire’s representations of the feminine 
are as likely to be personified abstractions as actual women. Nevertheless, the selected 
                                                 
3 Dressage is here used in Foucault’s sense, meaning the training and pressure applied by 
education to indoctrinate an individual into the social order. 
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poems convey feminine power in ways large and small. These poems stage interactions 
between the poet-narrator and the sexualized woman who carries his textual message. 
Analysis of these poems clarifies the link between the male artistic voice and the implicit 
object of his work – the woman. It further reveals that the text itself supports an escape 
from the false subject-object binary conveyed by the male gaze, as most of the strategies 
of feminine resistance depend upon specific structural elements of the text. These poems 
cast the woman as in some way liminal – she is neither fully subject nor object, but stands 
somewhere in between. Positioning her in this way allows her to push back against 
marginalization by reaffirming her presence in poems that tend to depict the woman as 
more textual matter than maker. In fact, the poet-narrator and representations of the 
feminine both influence the shape of these poems, and their joint participation is 
necessary to advance the text. This mutual responsibility for poetic creation suggests an 
intersection of the roles of masculine subject and feminine object that stands counter to 
the view that the woman is merely accessory to these texts.  
The third chapter examines nudes in various media by Degas. His monotypes of 
prostitutes, particularly those that were later reworked as pastels and sculptures, provide 
another perspective on the evolution of the female nude and the intersection between 
voyeurism, objectification, and self-representation. The ambiguity of Degas’s message 
emerges in works such as the bronze sculpture Woman Taken Unawares, the light-field 
monotype Femme debout dans une baignoire, the pastel Woman Having her Hair 
Combed, the lithograph series After the Bath (large version), and the dark-field monotype 
Woman Reading (Liseuse), among others. This ambiguity signals that these works cannot 
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be dismissed as simply misogynist, despite the objectifying elements they contain. My 
analysis of these works draws heavily on Caroline Armstrong’s and Kathryn Brown’s 
readings of the brothel and bather monotypes as challenging the male gaze in a way that 
may confer upon the nude figure some measure of bodily integrity and independence 
from male desire. Analyzing certain poses that repeat across media, as well as various 
states of individual works, elucidates a female interiority that resists objectification, but 
does not necessarily eschew sexualization. These apparent contradictions solicit the 
attention of the viewer to his own act of voyeurism in order to solidify – and in some 
sense co-construct – the identities of these women. While in some cases the status of 
these women remains uncertain, in others, they are granted – by their very resistance to 
depiction – access to the rank of narrative subject. 
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CHAPTER ONE : CRAFTING “UNE FEMME COMME IL FAUT” : 
SUBJECTING THE OBJECT IN BALZAC’S SPLENDEURS ET MISÈRES DES 
COURTISANES4 
Honoré de Balzac’s (1799-1850) sweeping novel Splendeurs et misères des 
courtisanes (1838-1847) stands out among his works as a book without a clear hero. The 
narrative focus is continuously shifting among various characters, plots and subplots, and 
points of view. If the novel can be said to have a center at all, it is to be found in the 
nexus of relationships among its three principal characters: Vautrin, here disguised as the 
Abbé Carlos Herrera, his protégé Lucien de Rubempré, and Lucien’s Jewish mistress, 
Esther Gobseck. Together, their interactions give rise to a complex web of carefully 
negotiated and mutually dependent identities in which there is no true self, but only the 
constant oscillation of power between creator and creation. While Vautrin, and 
sometimes Lucien, are framed as the text’s heroes, Esther has often been excluded from 
these discussions. Her status as a Jewish courtesan named La Torpille and her death 
halfway through the novel apparently mark her as object or accessory to a plot largely 
concerned with male desire and ambition. Like her persona La Torpille, the once-illiterate 
Esther is assumed to be a page blanche, a blank page or screen, onto which “the 
determining male gaze projects its phantasy,” as Laura Mulvey writes in “Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema” (11). Yet a close examination of the text reveals an Esther who 
                                                 
4 In a note in the present edition, Barbéris defines “une femme comme il faut” to mean 
“la bourgeoise distinguée, forgée par Balzac en 1840 dans Autre étude de femme. La 
femme comme il faut de la monarchie de Juillet a remplacé la grande dame de la 
Restauration” (747). 
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resists easy classification and struggles to claim space in her own story. Drawing upon 
her education, existing social structures, and her own desires, Esther strives to escape 
objectification and to become a subject in her own right. For her, this transformation 
requires her to redefine herself, not as La Torpille, but as her idealized version of herself, 
that of an angel rising from her fall.5 By building on Judith Butler’s work on the “abject 
self” and Joseph Nye’s theory of soft power, Esther can be reinterpreted as a character 
with agency, however limited. This chapter explores her attempts to claim ownership of 
her own narrative and define herself through her interactions with other characters, the 
choices she makes, and the textual documents she produces. 
 
La Torpille: A Public Property Withheld 
From the very beginning, the novel presents Esther not as person in her own right, 
but as a surface. She is shown as someone who has been and will continue to be subject 
to the desires of others. In the first chapter, her portrait, or rather her conspicuous lack 
thereof, invites speculation: it serves as a blank canvas onto which can be projected any 
number of exteriorly-determined interpretations and expectations of her identity, be it by 
the reader or the other characters. These projections, whether they are imposed upon her 
or ultimately appropriated by her, constitute the many masks – both metaphorical and 
literal – she wears in the novel.  
From the very first lines, Balzac strongly links his characters to this symbol of 
concealment and surface, capitalizing on the leitmotiv of the mask as the dramatic 
                                                 
5 “Ce n’était plus une courtisane, mais un ange qui se relevait d’une chute” (Balzac 85). 
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centerpiece of the text. He chooses to set the opening scenes at the bal masqué de 
l’Opéra, a highly deliberate staging that works on several levels to reinforce the questions 
of identity that will be so crucial throughout the text. First and foremost, the mask as 
object incites curiosity and invites the viewer (or in this case the reader) to project or 
imagine what must lie behind it. Balzac plays up this desire by referencing the use of 
masks as a means either to carry out or to uncover illicit romantic liaisons (42). Such 
hints naturally push the reader to speculate about the tantalizing secrets and double lives 
frequently hidden behind the masks of le monde, and especially those of the main 
characters. Two of them, Esther and Vautrin, appear en domino in these passages, while 
Lucien, though not explicitly masked here, is intentionally left nameless for several 
pages, another form of literary concealment. The trick for the reader (and the other 
characters) is to determine which, if any, of these competing surfaces represents some 
aspect of the truth, or if they more closely resemble a series of Matryoshka dolls – all 
beautifully painted but ultimately hollow. As though to drive home the themes of 
concealment and discovery, the mask Esther wears in these opening pages symbolizes her 
wish to hide another version of herself – La Torpille.6 
Just as Chekhov would never have described a gun without intending to fire it, 
there can also be no doubt that the domino in these pages stands as Balzac’s promise of 
an impending unmasking. As the first of Esther’s named identities to be revealed, La 
                                                 
6 For clarity, references to “Esther” shall be understood to encapsulate the whole person 
of the character. References to La Torpille will stand in specifically for her courtesan 
persona. This distinction coincides with the treatment of the character in the novel, but 
more importantly, serves to distinguish the various selves of Esther to be analyzed here. 
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Torpille, and the courtesan identity it signifies, must also be the first one we consider in 
detail. By concealing her face, Esther uses the mask to hide, and in fact symbolically 
erase, her identity as La Torpille. This masking eases her movement through le monde at 
the ball, as the women are masked generally. More importantly however, the mask serves 
to prevent Lucien from learning about Esther’s history as a courtesan. In her book 
Feminizing the Fetish, Emily Apter details the ways in which both masks and elaborate 
clothing contribute to a false construction of the feminine that at once invites and denies 
male access (70). Esther takes this a step further by using the mask in an attempt to 
control – not invite – male access to her identity. This is the first of many attempts she 
will make to define herself in relation to her present while erasing her past. 
Balzac mirrors this tactic of denying access by quite literally hiding her in the 
crowd and then by refusing to supply either of her names until Bixiou and his fellow 
journalists guess them (55, 61). Though Balzac’s methods are the same as Esther’s, his 
purpose is strikingly different. For the reader, this strategic withholding of information 
serves primarily to heighten dramatic tension and excite curiosity.7 However, the impact 
of the revelation of Esther’s identity as the courtesan, La Torpille also crystallizes this 
version of her in the minds of the readers. It becomes, at least initially, a sort of primary 
self that supersedes and conceals Esther’s actual name while perfectly communicating the 
                                                 
7 This effect would have been all the more pronounced for Balzac’s immediate readers 
because Splendeurs was published as a roman-feuilleton. However, it is unclear if Balzac 
would have been aware of just how long this trick would be drawn out, as he reportedly 
“wrote the first drafts of his novels without any cuts, only afterward dividing them into 
chapters and giving them titles” (Adamowicz-Hariasz 165). 
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social implications of her life. One of the major duties of the reader is also established in 
this naming: We must decide whether it will be a determining signifier (as it is seen by 
many of the other characters) or one of many possible facets of Esther. The text itself 
emphasizes this conflict by refusing to allow either the reader or Esther ever to forget La 
Torpille, while simultaneously suggesting a very real distinction between the two 
identities. 
Furthermore, the naming of Esther as a courtesan signals another essential aspect 
of La Torpille: this name and its use are only peripherally, if ever, within Esther’s 
control. Most often, this version of her “self” remains indelibly tied to her gendered and 
sexualized body, which is itself presented as the constant object of the male gaze.8 
Indeed, Esther rarely if ever refers to herself directly as La Torpille. Instead, those who 
brand her with this moniker are almost exclusively men whose interest in her is primarily 
and reductively physical. During the masked ball, Bixiou and his colleagues, stare after 
her “comme des maquignons examinent un cheval à vendre, le délicieux objet de leur 
pari” (60; emphasis added). Balzac affirms this link between her name and body, as it is 
Esther’s body that Bixiou recognizes behind “le masque au-devant duquel allait Lucien” 
(54). Though her face is concealed, La Torpille remains visible in her very flesh, at least 
to those men who “savaient seuls reconnaître, sous le long linceul du domino noir… la 
rondeur [de ses] formes, les particularités du maintien et de la démarche, le mouvement 
de la taille, le port de la tête, les choses les moins saisissables aux yeux vulgaires et les 
                                                 
8 For a discussion of the male gaze, refer to the section entitled “Woman as Image, Man 
as Bearer of the Look” of Laura Mulvey’s Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema. 
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plus faciles à voir pour eux” (60). This ability to penetrate the secret of the mask further 
undermines any perceived control Esther may have over her own identity at this point in 
the novel.  
The text’s voyeuristic positioning in these opening pages underlines the role of 
the male gaze in determining Esther’s various identities. The oblique nature of her 
introduction to the reader attracts and focuses our attention as though we have caught 
sight of a sudden movement or a flash of color out of the corner of our eye. We follow a 
steady progression from vague half-hints about her existence, interspersed within the 
descriptions of Lucien and the setting, to our first glimpse of Esther as “une femme vers 
laquelle [Lucien] s’élança” (54). The reader is left to assume that she is the one he had 
been seeking since the opening lines of the novel. Given the lack of detail and the focus 
on Lucien’s single-minded pursuit, we are driven to reflect first on why he is looking for 
her, i.e. what he wants from her. The question of her identity remains secondary. The text 
thus defines Esther at the outset as the silent and masked object of masculine desire. The 
reader is permitted to see her only through the mediating “oeil perspicace” (54) of a man 
(first the narrator’s, then Bixiou’s).9 Furthermore, the previously quoted male 
observations of “la rondeur [de ses] formes, les particularités du maintien et de la 
démarche, le mouvement de la taille, le port de la tête,” etc., resemble the fragmentary 
effect of the close-up camera shot. Such an image offers a certain “flatness, the quality of 
a cut-out or icon rather than verisimilitude” (Mulvey 12). Such an introduction thus sets 
                                                 
9 But notably not Lucien’s. His exclusion from the male gaze in this scene will be 
discussed in a future, extended version of this work. 
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up Esther to be read as the trope of the “mysterious woman” and effectively negates her 
personally defining characteristics in these initial moments. She is reduced from the 
already reductive La Torpille to a half-seen static image, rather than a dynamic character.  
Subsequently, La Torpille is allowed to come into focus as an individual only 
gradually, and still through the fragmentary lens of the male perspective, specifically via 
Bixiou and Blondet’s commentary.10 She is defined first by Bixiou’s announcement that 
she is “l’ancien rat de des Lupeaulx” (55).11 This explanation is then quickly followed by 
Blondet’s explicit naming of Esther as La Torpille and his assessment of her as the 
potential “Ninon” of the era (56), whom Lucien will “[ravir]” (55), or steal away, from 
those whom Blondet views as her rightful possessors: himself and his colleagues, most of 
whom were also at least occasional former lovers of La Torpille (58). 12 Both of these 
evaluations seem to mark La Torpille’s place as strictly that of an object of male desire 
with very limited agency. 
Part and parcel of the dynamic of the male gaze on La Torpille is its emphasis on 
the circulation of sexualized women among men who seek to control them. Blondet’s 
concerns that Lucien will usurp his appropriative access to her are reiterated in the very 
                                                 
10 The introduction of Esther herself (as separate from La Torpille) is even further 
delayed, as will be discussed presently. 
11 Balzac defines a rat as “un enfant de dix à onze ans, comparse à quelque théâtre, 
surtout à l’Opéra, que les débauchés formaient pour le vice et l’infamie” (55). 
12 This reference to Ninon de Lenclos (1620-1705), the famously witty, well-read, and 
independent courtesan and salonière, is particularly ironic, as Blondet explicitly values 
Esther’s lack of education and malleability. It is to be understood that for Blondet (and 
presumably the other participants in his evaluation), there is no distinction between La 
Torpille and Esther. The woman is completely subsumed by the courtesan. 
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construction of Bixiou’s description of her. When he declares her to be “l’ancien rat de 
des Lupeaulx,” he underscores the fact that La Torpille, and thus the figure of the 
courtesan in general, is defined explicitly as the property of her lover and of all men more 
implicitly. Bixiou makes no effort in his pronouncements to distinguish Esther (or even 
La Torpille) in her own right from the other rats of the era. She is instead designated in 
terms of a long-over association with her former lover, des Lupeaulx. This story of her 
adolescence as the “ancient rat de des Lupeaulx” also further reinforces the sexualization 
and objectification of La Torpille.  
The narrator declares her “un page infernal” – a sort of apprentice to “les 
débauchés” who is educated in “le vice et l’infamie” (55). Balzac, perhaps 
unintentionally, plays upon the double meaning of this word, sliding from un page to une 
page blanche upon which society has inscribed what is required of the young Esther – 
she is seen as a reiteration of her courtesan mother, la Hollandaise.13 We must therefore 
understand that the persona of La Torpille was engineered to fulfill a functional niche 
within a predetermined system, and is not simply the product of Esther’s individual life 
choices. The version of La Torpille as constructed by the male gaze ultimately has very 
little to do with the reality of Esther as a full character. It represents, on the contrary, the 
intersection of Esther’s physical and financial needs and the social role she has inherited 
that allows her to fulfill those needs, particularly given her status as the penniless orphan 
of a courtesan. The fashion of supporting a “rat” may have faded from memory, but the 
                                                 
13 “Elle est comme sa mère, beaucoup trop chère, dit des Lupeaulx” (Balzac 58). 
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tradition of the courtesan remained, providing Esther with an accessible means of 
financial support. The offhand assertion, then, that these “rats” are often “[comparses] à 
quelque théâtre” only further emphasizes the artificial, theatrical nature of her title as 
“courtesan.” It is one of several roles she has been trained to play, and therefore offers no 
clear indication of a fixed identity. Esther remains mutable despite the efforts of others to 
reduce her to this easily-understood and socially-coded signifier. 
Balzac’s distanced and understated treatment of Esther’s introduction over the 
course of several chapters contributes to the trope of the mysterious (and therefore 
desirable) woman. There are the usual warnings about femmes fatales, which serve 
primarily to seduce rather than deter the reader. Though the text ascribes these dangers to 
rats generally instead of to courtesans specifically, stating that they bring “ni honneur, ni 
profit, ni plaisir” (55), there can be little doubt of the pointed double duty of these lines. 
They convey the threat of downfall for those who dare to involve themselves with rats as 
surely as they serve to excite the attention of the reader. Most telling of all, though, are 
the details of La Torpille’s person highlighted in the discussion by Blondet et al. Their 
assertions, and especially Blondet’s comments, confirm that, for these men, she is little 
more than the passive vessel of their own collective projections. She is their Ninon 
manquée. Blondet praises her ignorance, exalting in the fact that “l’instruction ne l’avait 
pas gâtée, elle ne sait ni lire, ni écrire : elle nous aurait compris” (56). He seems to imply 
that literacy would have irrevocably damaged her ability to satisfy their needs and to 
serve as both object and gatekeeper of male desire. Though their discourse also seems to 
elevate La Torpille above the mass of rats, it hinges primarily on her passive acceptance 
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of their will. Mulvey’s description of the “active/male and passive/female” dynamic is at 
work: “The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is 
styled accordingly” (Mulvey 11; emphasis added). La Torpille is indeed “styled” by the 
rueful imaginings of these men into their image of the perfect courtesan. Blondet declares 
“A nous tous, nous pouvions faire une reine” (56 ; emphasis added). 
Though this particular fantasy goes no further than words, it is deeply evocative 
of how the lives of Esther and women in general are treated by the other characters in the 
text, as it hints at their isolation from any means of real personal agency. Often, their 
efforts are limited to how effectively they can manipulate men into advancing their cause. 
Further, Blondet’s proprietary insistence on Esther’s status as the Ninon manquée 
corresponds to the phenomenon that Mulvey describes as the “cult of the female star” 
(14). By denying Esther’s agency and framing her as a “fetish object,” she is delivered 
more firmly into the hands of those men who would seek to glorify themselves through 
her or to subvert her erotic power to their own ends.14 Her Jewish heritage makes her all 
the more exotic and alluring to these men. As Maurice Samuels points out, their 
“masochistic” desire to possess her and to be possessed by her “sexually and 
economically” is driven by both their fascination with her body and a corresponding urge 
to make her conform more completely to their will as representatives of a society starkly 
                                                 
14 See Emily Apter’s Feminizing the Fetish for a discussion of how mediating male 
access to the female object of desire contributes to the construction of the woman as 
fetish object. 
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divided along financial and political lines (177).15 Blondet’s professed jealousy then 
stands in response to Lucien’s implicit challenge of the public possession of La Torpille 
by her past lovers. 16 He states: “Ah! quelle perte! elle devait embrasser tout son siècle, 
elle aime avec un petit jeune homme! Lucien en fera quelque chien de chasse !” (57). 
Like these journalists, the reader is left, at least momentarily, to stare longingly after her 
as she passes by without truly being able to see her. Rather than the reassuring possession 
Blondet longs for, the text continues to delay direct contact with Esther. Regardless of 
whether this distance is coquettish or merely evasive, these tactics have successfully 
aroused the curiosity of Blondet and Co., as well as the reader. We have been drawn into 
Balzac’s guessing game. 
 
Esther: Seeking A New Self 
Esther’s upbringing as a rat cum courtesan may be understood as an example of 
Foucault’s concept of dressage, in the sense that she was explicitly “trained” as part of a 
specific class of people to fulfill a particular social function; rats and courtesans are both 
                                                 
15 In his article “Metaphors of Modernity: Prostitutes, Bankers, and Other Jews in 
Balzac’s Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes,” Samuels makes an excellent argument 
that Esther’s conversion and subsequent adoption of the gestures of a proper lady cannot 
fully erase or completely “discipline” the corporeal markers of her Jewish identity (179-
80). He suggests that it is for this reason that her death is necessary (181). I disagree with 
his assessment of Esther’s changed behavior as solely mimetic, but I concur that her 
indelible Jewishness contributes to her objectification and marginalization. 
16 Though it may be tempting to find phallic implications in the name La Torpille, it is 
actually a reference to the torpedo electric ray fish (Bernheimer 280). Presumably then, 
the courtesan’s ability to stun men with her erotic power is the source of her celebrity and 
contributes to the uneasy admiration in which she is held by her former conquests. It is 
this same paralyzing ability that Vautrin will later demand she turn upon Nucingen. 
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purveyors of pleasure and entertainment for the benefit of the men upon whom they 
depend for financial survival.17 The performative and artificial nature of her resulting 
identity ultimately plays a significant role in Esther’s relationships with Lucien and 
Vautrin. Bearing in mind that we have thus far established Esther’s identity as La 
Torpille as being primarily a collage of male projection and narrative smoke and mirrors, 
it is tempting to write her off as a trope at best, and at worst a trite stereotype. At the very 
least, her characterization as the product of social circumstance and constructions seems 
to undermine in some way the reader’s ability to consider her as a unique individual. As 
for the male characters, based on their comments and the way they are framed by the text, 
it is reasonable to conclude that they are meant to embody the spurious mentality on the 
part of men that the “natural” state of the woman is “a passive surface, outside the social 
and yet its necessary counterpart” (Butler xiv). Such an analysis would make of the 
woman a blank slate to be socially inscribed prior to any participation in the cultural 
order. Taken thus, Esther, “le page infernal,” then becomes that page blanche who exerts 
no control over what may be written upon her. 
However, Balzac’s representation of Esther’s ongoing education and especially 
her conscious choices as the novel unfolds seem to belie these interpretations. The novel 
subtly works to contradict pat explanations of Esther as a constructed trope, a blank slate 
void of agency. The development of Esther’s identity is not a simple progression from an 
unwritten page to a series of prescribed roles. Rather, it should be understood as the 
                                                 
17 Unless otherwise noted, in-line references to Foucault are for the chapter “Les moyens 
du bon dressement” of his book Surveiller et punir (1975). 
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product of a continuous negotiation between Esther’s vision of herself and the vision or 
visions of others as to who she should be. 18 Over the course of the novel, Esther 
demonstrates through her actions that she has the ability to resist these normalizing social 
pressures, or at least to choose to reiterate a different variant in the category of 
“woman”.19 We may further link these oscillations in Esther’s identity to Judith Butler’s 
idea of “a process of materialization that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of 
boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter” (xviii; emphasis added). 20 As we shall see, 
though Esther’s identity remains somewhat transient throughout the novel, her character 
comes to appropriate a version of herself that she values and holds to be ideal through the 
assumption of a certain “abject self.” This Butlerian term, as it is used here, corresponds 
to a particular type within a given social framework, such as the prostitute or the femme 
comme il faut. However, this is an “abject” identity in that it cannot be assumed fully by 
the social subject – even though the subject might desire to do so – because this identity 
is unacceptable within her particular social milieu.21 Esther, by force of will – at first 
                                                 
18 These negotiations may be either passive or active depending upon those involved and 
upon which specific point in Esther’s evolution is under consideration. It is important to 
note that this negotiation does not imply collaboration or even necessarily cooperation.  
19 Esther’s engaged presence also necessitates a certain amount of restructuring of the 
identities of those around her, as her actions throw into question their own validity and 
continued viability. She is particularly dangerous to Lucien, not simply because of La 
Torpille’s threat to his reputation, but also because her idealized vision of him conflicts 
so strongly with his willingness to advance his own ambitions at the expense of her 
dignity and, ultimately, her life. 
20 It should be understood that these attributes of matter remain inherently fragile 
regardless of the perceived stability of the demarcation between one identity and another. 
21 Bernheimer outlines the status of “prostitute with the heart of gold” as yet another type 
of the period (34 -68). However, he finds that Balzac subverts this type in order to further 
demonstrate the social degradation of the time. In my reading of the text, I propose a 
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Vautrin’s, but later her own – lays claim to her own identity and seeks to reinvent herself 
by rejecting La Torpille as subject and embracing her abject self - “un ange qui se 
[relève] d’une chute” (Balzac 85).22 While her attempt to assume the identity of the 
“Angel” ultimately remains incomplete, her pursuit of that goal is in itself a testament to 
this character’s desire for self-determination and Balzac’s ability to inject surprising 
depth into the cliché. 
Central to Esther’s transformation is the question of how she wishes to be seen by 
her idolized lover. Esther’s early steps toward agency, toward control of her own image, 
are already visible in her decision to conceal La Torpille and her courtesan past from 
Lucien. Through her love for Lucien, she sees herself anew. She declares that “L’amour 
était entré dans mon cœur, et m’avait si bien changée qu’en revenant du théâtre, je ne me 
reconnaissais plus moi-même : je me faisais horreur. Jamais Lucien n’a pu rien savoir” 
(71). It is in the streets – that liminal space between the theater and her maison de 
tolérance, the two poles of her existence – that Esther starts to turn away from the 
theatricality and artificiality of her life as a courtesan. For the first time, she begins to 
question the sexualized and commodified position she has been socially driven to fulfill. 
She understands all too well that there can be no meaningful place for La Torpille in 
                                                 
more nuanced vision of Esther as a full character who exists within the framework of the 
cliché. 
22 Esther’s abject self – the redeemed angel persona – shall be referred to simply as “the 
Angel.” This is also a clichéd and proscriptive feminine identity, and in many ways, can 
be seen as an inverted version of the courtesan. However, the constructed nature of this 
identity does not negate the importance of Esther’s decision to embrace this version of 
herself over another. 
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Lucien’s life and milieu, as is evident from her attempted suicide by asphyxiation (67). 
Therefore, in seeking access to his realm, La Torpille must be cast off in favor of a new 
version of herself – one deemed worthy of her lover (72). 
Vautrin confirms Esther’s assumption that she is unsuitable to become Lucien’s 
wife during their meeting after her attempted suicide. He states : “Vous devez changer 
entièrement, et je me charge de vous rendre méconnaissable” (78). Vautrin’s decision to 
oversee her Catholic conversion and education thus amplifies Esther’s own initial efforts 
to conceal her courtesan past and adopt the normalizing faith of her society.23 If she no 
longer recognizes herself in La Torpille, then Vautrin wants to extend that 
unrecognizability to her body as well.24 But more importantly, Vautrin’s machinations 
serve as a catalyst for the emergence of the angel persona she will cling to for the rest of 
her life. Although Vautrin enables and insists upon this transformative process for his 
own ends, the real success of this identity shift hinges upon Esther’s acceptance of and 
                                                 
23 Esther’s initial foray into the Christian religion stems more from her desire to solicit 
divine protection than any particular faith: “Je priais le bon Dieu tous les matins, et lui 
demandais de permettre que jamais Lucien ne connût ma vie antérieure. J’ai acheté cette 
Vierge que vous voyez ; je la priais à ma manière, vu que je ne sais point de prières” (72). 
Additionally, her Jewish identity is portrayed as racial rather than religious. Vautrin 
states: “votre mère était juive, et vous n’avez pas été baptisée, mais vous n’avez pas non 
plus été menée à la synagogue : vous êtes dans les limbes religieuses” (81). This 
distinction and her efforts to imitate Catholic practices suggest that she has internalized 
that faith as the social standard, as well as a marker of virtue. See Samuels for a 
discussion of Balzac’s anti-Semitism in relation to this depiction. 
24 The ultimate success of this corporeal conversion is ambiguous. Esther adopts so 
completely the gestures and comportment of her schoolmates that “[le] Parisien le plus 
observateur n’aurait pu reconnaître le moindre vestige qui rappelât la courtisane” (127). 
When Nucingen first sees her in the Bois de Vincennes, she is described as “une vision 
céleste” and an “ange” (125), yet he is haunted by her “sublime figure juive qu’il disait 
être [une figure de la Bible]” (127). 
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whole-hearted devotion to the proposed “virtuous” mold. Despite her fear of Vautrin, she 
decides to give herself over to his plan, thereby taking the next step towards her 
assumption of the Angel. This decision signals an evolutionary shift in her identity. 
Rather than masking La Torpille, Esther begins to struggle towards a kind of self-
realization and a proprietary declaration of her own vision of herself beyond her 
previously unquestioned social niche. Even though this self remains yet another socially-
constructed reiteration of the woman – in this case the devout ingénue – her choice to 
pursue this new identity still indicates a marked shift towards recognizing and 
demonstrating her own agency. 
Though the precise mechanics of this evolutionary process are complex and ever 
in-flux, we may begin by considering Butler, who states in her discussion of biological 
sex as a social construct that: 
the subject is constituted through the force of exclusion and abjection, 
one which produces a constitutive outside to the subject, an abjected 
outside, which is, after all, “inside” the subject as its own founding 
repudiation… [This process] requires an identification with the normative 
phantasm of “sex,” and this identification takes place through a 
repudiation which produces a domain of abjection, a repudiation without 
which the subject cannot emerge. This is a repudiation which creates the 
valence of “abjection” and its status for the subject as a threatening 
spectre [sic] (xiii; emphasis added). 25 
 
                                                 
25 It should be noted that Butler is talking here specifically about identity through the 
construction of biological sex. However, I apply her concepts to the context of gendered 
identity construction and performance. As Butler herself points out throughout her work, 
these two concepts are particularly difficult to disentangle, and with regard to Esther, 
they may be treated as very nearly the same. This is not the case with other characters 
such as Lucien and Vautrin. 
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By extending this argument to issues of gender and social roles, it becomes possible to 
see the forces in play as Esther attempts to reinvent herself. Throughout the text, it is 
possible to trace Esther’s evolution from a minimally self-aware grisette (La Torpille) to 
the Angel (whom Esther fully embraces in her rejection of La Torpille) to the seemingly 
inevitable resurgence of La Torpille in service of her idealized love for Lucien, and 
finally Esther’s ultimate personal affirmation of the Angel through her suicide. In each 
oscillation from one shifting identity to the next, we also find flickers of a tertiary version 
of Esther, one that does not fully exist as either La Torpille or as the Angel, but is instead 
at once both and neither. The question then becomes, which, if any, of these transient 
versions of Esther comprises a subject as such, which constitutes the abject self, and who, 
if anyone, can be said to control the oscillations between these competing visions. 
As has been established, La Torpille is in many ways a reiteration of the social 
constructions and expectations to which Esther was subjected during her childhood and 
early education (or lack thereof). Though Vautrin states that Esther followed in her 
mother’s footsteps because “les bons exemples [lui] ont manqué” (70), it is more likely 
that La Torpille was the necessary instrument of Esther’s survival within a highly 
prescriptive society. 26 Butler states “‘[Biological] sex’ is not simply what one has, or a 
static description of what one is: it will be one of the norms by which the ‘one’ becomes 
                                                 
26 It is unclear whether Vautrin’s statement reflects his actual opinion, whether it is 
designed to coincide with and reinforce his Carlos Herrera alias, or whether this is an 
instance of narrative slippage in which we might glean Balzac’s own views. 
Nevertheless, the notion of needing a good example to imitate in order to become a bon 
citoyen was as present in discourse of the time as it is today. 
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viable at all, that which qualifies a body for life within the domain of cultural 
intelligibility” (xii). One could therefore view Balzac’s depiction of Esther taking on this 
highly gendered and prescriptive persona as a necessity of becoming visible within her 
society (and within the narrative generally). While other, less marginalized characters, 
such as Bixiou and even Nucingen, might not need to take on such heavily prescriptive 
roles to gain social capital, Esther’s gender, religion, and economic class would have 
made it particularly difficult for her to achieve social viability. A young Esther would 
have needed to define herself (unconsciously) in opposition to those aspects of herself 
that were at odds with the courtesan life; she had to play the game to get ahead. Thus, La 
Torpille may be understood as the materialization of Esther as a social “subject” – though 
certainly not as a powerful individual with agency – because it was the only option 
available to her. Therefore, her later decision to reject La Torpille is a turning away from 
this prescriptive subject and towards the “domain of abject beings” (Butler xiii) and the 
corresponding, though ultimately impossible, abject selves it implies.27 Esther’s decision 
is rooted in her desire for Lucien rather than any realization of a personal need to 
construct and claim her own independent identity. However, this unintended consequence 
holds real importance for the course of the novel. 
The text itself reflects this shift away from La Torpille in its progressive 
abandonment of the fragmentary and public vision of the courtesan in favor of a more 
                                                 
27 Because her transformation into the Angel represents to some degree a reiteration of 
the process by which Esther became La Torpille, this shift also practically guarantees the 
resurgence of La Torpille as another “threatening spectre [sic].” 
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direct and intimate view of Esther. During her aforementioned discussion with Vautrin 
after her attempted suicide, we are given at long last our first real look at Esther as an 
individual rather than as a prosaic collage of other characters’ impressions. Though the 
narrative voice remains far from neutral, the flat, static image of La Torpille we 
discovered at the ball starts to take on a life of its own. Esther’s individuality and her 
strangely divided existence become ever clearer. The details of her daily life, gleaned 
from her apartment, stand in immediate contrast to the portrait Blondet & Co. have 
previously established of a La Torpille who “a mangé deux notaires” (58). Among her 
possessions, the hodge-podge of luxury items and other objects clearly linked to extreme 
poverty immediately establish a sharp divide between the imagined lifestyle of La 
Torpille in her full splendor and Esther’s current reality. Her financially untenable 
position at once points to the necessity of La Torpille’s existence and the complex 
consequences of Esther’s decision to abandon her only means of becoming a visible 
participant in her society. Most significantly, though, this interview marks the first time 
Balzac allows Esther to speak directly. Her voice emerges as she starts to tell her own 
story: she outlines, albeit only incompletely, her personal history and the circumstances 
that led to her first meeting with Lucien. Just as she strove to control Lucien’s knowledge 
of her past, she now starts to play a much more central role in defining her own narrative 
within the text. Balzac shows her managing Vautrin’s (and the reader’s) perceptions of 
her. By ending the seductive cat-and-mouse game of the early chapters, she steps into 
view, and we begin to sense her importance in the novel and the weight of her shaky but 
determined attempt to grasp the threads of her own life. 
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Butler states that the delimitation of any object, or indeed any identity, necessarily 
indicates an enactment, conscious or otherwise, of “what will and will not be the stuff of 
the object… This marking off will have some normative force and, indeed, some 
violence, for it can construct only though erasing” (xx). Just as the initial establishment of 
La Torpille seems to have been marked by the violent erasure of any possible 
development of Esther’s personal will independent from her socially-inherited role, so 
too must the dismantlement of La Torpille in favor of the Angel be a violent undertaking. 
Esther’s early efforts to deny or refute La Torpille certainly indicate self-inflicted violent 
erasures, whether through concealment behind a mask, the spontaneous abandonment of 
her job as a “fille à numéro” in “la maison de madame Meynardie” (71), the civil 
violence of declaring herself to the police (72), the religious violence of her prayers to the 
Virgin Mary despite her Jewish heritage, or, most dramatically, her attempted suicide.28 
On their own, however, these early, poorly-realized efforts at rebellion have little hope of 
fulfillment or success because they offer no viable alternative. The subject cannot be 
destroyed without a coinciding establishment of another self. Esther struggles visibly to 
transition through this intermediate zone between identities; she has forsaken La Torpille 
                                                 
28 Definitions for the various classifications of prostitutes and their places of employment 
may be found in Jill Harsin’s book Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth Century Paris. 
Harsin also informs us that the circumstances of Esther’s suicide were not uncommon 
among prostitutes of the time, though the data are admittedly limited. Balzac may have 
been inspired by newspaper reports at the time, which described “the woman’s favored 
method, asphyxiation by charcoal fumes” (Harsin 173). This method was preferable 
because it was “private, painless and… did not leave a disfigured, bloody corpse in public 
view” (173). The fact that suicide attempts often seemed to follow arrest (another kind of 
unmasking) is particularly telling of the motivations and lives of women like Esther. 
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but not yet assumed the Angel. The tension of her strange suspension in interstitial space 
marks her interview with Vautrin, as is especially clear in her confused and inconsistent 
attitude towards him. Her pleas for absolution and her childlike devotion to the Virgin 
speak of a longed-for, socially sanctioned Christian virtue: the “pénitente” (70) she will 
become. But at every turn, her body and gestures betray how deeply her flesh has been 
inscribed by the eroticized La Torpille, whose every gesture “les Grâces auraient 
déployée pour séduire” (69). Though Lucien has passively inspired Esther to take the first 
steps towards a new identity on her own, she requires Vautrin’s actively catalyzing 
involvement to provide the necessary direction and structure for her to progress beyond 
simple destructive rejection. Only then is she able to stumble towards the construction of 
an alternative – the Angel. In this way, we begin to see the co-productive – though not, 
strictly speaking, collaborative – effects of the interactions among these three characters 
upon Esther’s self development. 
As has been discussed, Esther’s initial interview with Vautrin stands out as a 
significant moment in the novel because it is the first time she fully enters the reader’s 
frame of view. However, like Blondet and Co. in the earlier chapters, Vautrin still 
interposes a male authoritarian perspective between Esther and the reader. His presence 
heavily mediates her influence on the text. He sets the terms of their interaction, guiding 
the discussion and occasionally interrupting her account of events or directly critiquing 
her discourse and actions in ways that seem designed to comment upon her questionable 
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morality and lack of value in his eyes. 29 He also ultimately determines the reader’s 
access to the scene, even though the narrative’s third-person perspective offers a more 
detailed account of Esther’s thoughts than his own. Though Vautrin’s aggressively 
dominant presence echoes in some ways the prominent role of the other male characters 
in defining our early impressions of Esther, his interaction with her here operates very 
differently than in those earlier scenes. Rather than appropriating her courtesan 
experiences to correspond to his own desires, he clarifies and enables Esther’s identity 
construction process. He is not interested in assumptions or projections – he wants to see 
her, if she can be found, albeit for his own ends. Vautrin thus drives the text’s head-on 
examination of Esther in her own right, forcing Esther herself to become visible in this 
liminal state between identities. 
Vautrin’s diligent and aggressive efforts to understand who Esther is – 
presumably to evaluate and, if necessary, mitigate any danger she may pose to Lucien – 
reward the reader at long last with meaningful access to her life and allow us to enter the 
text in a way that was not possible at the ball. His questions are pointed, sometimes 
echoing those of the reader, and his insistent silences both support and demand her direct 
participation in the narrative. 30 In addition to highlighting Esther’s constant vacillations 
                                                 
29 In one such interruption, Vautrin supplies the details about the death of Esther’s mother 
(70), fleshing out an aspect of her story and effectively silencing her narrative voice. 
Later, he chastises her, saying: "Vous auriez pu dire Dieu et Lucien" (71) instead of 
“Lucien et Dieu” and the long tirade on page 74 outlining her unsuitability to become 
Lucien’s wife. 
30 His “Expliquez-moi vos relations [avec Lucien]” (71) renders explicit the question that 
underwrites Balzac’s text from the very first page. 
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between La Torpille and the Angel, Vautrin’s “priestly” rebukes also function 
particularly well as an implicit challenge to Esther to define herself, if she can. He 
announces directly that he already knows her origins (70), daring her either to confirm or 
to contradict the assumptions the other characters and the reader have likely made based 
on her reputation. In forcing her into the light, effectively and violently unmasking her, 
Vautrin loosens the hold of La Torpille’s aura on the reader’s imagination just enough so 
that the reader, and Esther herself, may consider this woman on her own merits. 
 
The Angel: Edifying Esther 
Vautrin’s demands that Esther clarify and affirm her identity, particularly in 
relation to Lucien, stand as the opening volley of their ongoing negotiation of the person 
she should be. Upon discovering that Esther has already begun to distance herself from 
La Torpille, Vautrin seems reassured, but these hesitant first steps are not enough for 
either of them. Now the Angel must be solidified to counteract any backsliding toward 
the “threatening spectre” of La Torpille. Building upon her efforts, Vautrin actively 
assumes the role of reformer, seeking to recreate Esther in a new image.31 She wants to 
become “digne de Lucien” (72) by laying claim to a virtue she has never possessed, at 
least partially in hopes that such a transformation would improve her chances of 
becoming his wife. However, though her attempts are genuine, she has no hope of 
                                                 
31 Gerald Storzer suggests that Vautrin’s ability to reform others according to his will 
stems from the strength he derives from what I would call his own extremely powerful 
abject self – his homosexuality: “It allows him to assume a privileged position in relation 
to the microcosmic Parisian society and establishes an implicit parallel between him and 
the persona of the poet-narrator” (193). 
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successfully attaining her goal on her own, as she lacks the necessary cultural framework 
to take on the role she desires. Vautrin, eager to urge her down this path, sets about 
ensuring her success, thus facilitating the birth of the Angel. He recognizes that her 
transitory existence as “un chiffre en dehors des êtres sociaux” (81) must be brought to an 
end if either of them are to achieve their goals. As it stands, her untenably peripheral 
existence between La Torpille and the Angel both effectively denies her the possibility of 
“cultural articulation” (Butler xxvii) by which she might move forward, and also renders 
her an unpredictable element that might jeopardize Lucien’s future (78). Moreover, 
Vautrin must find a way of bringing her under his control without damaging his own 
relationship with Lucien.32 In order to guarantee Esther’s compliance and properly 
motivate her commitment to change, he eviscerates her feelings for Lucien as “sale 
voluptés,” a pale shadow of true love, which he characterizes as inspiring the desire to 
“se perfectionner sans cesse pour celui qu’on aime, lui faire mille sacrifices secrets, 
l’adorer de loin, donner son sang goutte à goutte… lui donner tout ce qu’il souhaite, fût-
ce à notre détriment” (75).33 Then, once he is sure of her desperation, he offers up his 
magical, terrible IF. If she will abandon La Torpille forever, submit to a convent 
education, and above all blindly obey his instructions, she may yet hope to be Lucien’s 
wife (82). Finally, he works to impose his bodily control over Esther through subtle threat 
                                                 
32 “Une personne aimée de Lucien a des droits à [son] respect” (78). 
33 It seems likely that Vautrin is also describing his own love for Lucien, though his 
personal sacrifices for Lucien are less extreme than Esther’s. These two characters mirror 
one another in their hopeless passion for Lucien, further accentuating the formative and 
transformative effect of desire in questions of identity and the definition of self. 
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and social ritual. He withholds the lettre d’avis he has acquired which expunges her name 
from the public record of prostitution, at once symbolically erasing La Torpille’s textual 
and social existence while simultaneously asserting the precarious nature of that erasure. 
Esther’s future and her “libération civile et politique” (78) depend upon his continued 
concealment of the document, making it an ideal means of communicating Vautrin’s 
power over her. He reinforces this display of dominance and control via the subsequent 
lesson in the proper recitation of the Ave Maria and the Patre noster (85) – the first 
prayers traditionally taught to children. Through the pedagogical reproduction of this 
normalizing ritual, Vautrin prepares Esther’s entry into the convent school and 
deliberately begins her reintegration into the domain of the dominant social order.  
Esther’s social reintegration is presented as an essential step in her full 
assumption of her abject self - the Angel identity. It seems reasonable that this step 
should be necessary because the attendant shift from the socially-viable subject to the 
socially-problematic abject self is not the relatively simple donning of a mask or a 
portrayal of a theatrical role. Esther is not pretending: she is legitimately emerging as a 
different citational reiteration of a particular type of woman, one which she previously 
would not have been able to access based on her milieu. Though she would have been 
familiar with many of the defining qualities of the devout Catholic ingénue, her frame of 
reference was likely limited. Butler calls identification “the assimilating passion by which 
an ego first emerges.” She then goes on to state that the establishment of the ego “is itself 
orchestrated through regulatory schemas that produce intelligible morphological 
possibilities” (xxii). Esther does seem to be striving to establish herself as an independent 
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ego through adoption of the Angel, and Balzac shows that she must take up this new role 
– of identification with la femme comme il faut – through interaction with the mechanics 
of identity production. 
The convent school represents the ideal “machine pédagogique” (Foucault 203) 
for Esther’s necessary indoctrination, as its systematic disciplinary architecture is 
specifically designed to produce the kind of “jeune fille accomplie, chaste, pure, [et] bien 
élevée” (Balzac 82) that she and Vautrin envision. Indeed, within the closed walls of the 
school, Esther soon shows the effects of this “opérateur pour la transformation des 
individus” (Foucault 202). She quickly assimilates “les manières, la douceur de voix, le 
port et les attitudes de ces filles si distinguées” (Balzac 89) that she wishes to emulate. 
The body that was once so easily read by Bixiou is then restruck in a new image. Each 
progressive step in her education is reinforced by the admiration of the other 
pensionnaires, while each new difficulty is met with a corresponding hardening of 
Esther’s resolve.34 The mother superior declares her “édifiante” (90) in regards to her 
astonishingly rapid acculturation. In her view, Esther has come to embody the “bon 
exemple” that was missing from her youth. Moreover, this official evaluation also further 
attests to the constructed nature of the Angel’s emergence. As much as the Angel reflects 
the revered and edifying qualities of a “proper,” virtuous Catholic pensionnaire, it is also 
                                                 
34 The comparison made between Esther and the other pensionnaires is a further 
extension of the subjugating mechanisms of her convent education and her resulting 
emergence as an individual. The product of this framework is “l’individu tel qu’on peut 
le décrire, le jauger, le mesurer, le comparer à d’autres et cela dans son individualité 
même ; et c’est aussi l’individu qu’on a à dresser ou redresser, qu’on a à classer, à 
normaliser, à exclure, etc.” (Foucault 224). 
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a symbol of the successful edification of Esther’s abject self as a functional identity.35  
Esther is able to access her new role only in tandem with her acceptance and integration 
of its coinciding “normative demands” (Butler xxi), including the adoption of the 
dominant Catholic faith. 
Besides inculcating Esther into the desired pedagogical and cultural order, her 
time in the convent school has the additional effect of ensuring her continuous 
surveillance. The convent itself functions as an “appareil à surveiller” (Foucault 203), 
simultaneously working to integrate and reinforce the cultural script of the virtuous 
young lady through the various steps of her Catholic conversion, while also allowing 
Vautrin to verify her compliance with his demands. His power over her is tacitly 
strengthened through this setting, as the convent itself comes to function as a subtle but 
constant reminder of Esther’s debt to l’abbé Herrera.36 Though surveillance will remain a 
dominating factor in their relationship even after her departure from the convent, his 
interest in maintaining constant vigilance is as much a means of protecting the false 
identity established for Esther as it is key to protecting himself and Lucien.37 The legal 
                                                 
35 “Edifying” meaning that which inspires virtue or offers education, and “edification” in 
the sense of a purposeful construction. 
36 The intersection of Vautrin’s personal dominion over Esther and her implicit 
domination by the convent are reminiscent of “Foucault’s rule” of double conditioning in 
relation to exerting power over sexuality as detailed in The History of Sexuality. He 
writes that “No ‘local center’ or ‘pattern of transformation’ could function if it did not 
eventually enter into an overall strategy” (99). The successful channeling of Esther’s 
sexuality is thus to some extent dependent on a confluence of intention among Vautrin, 
the social order, and Esther herself. These same players, with the addition of Lucien, also 
contribute to the co-construction of her overall identity. 
37 He decides to place his servants, Asie and Europe in Esther’s household specifically to 
serve as agents of his power. These two “chiens à garde” guarantee Esther’s continual 
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system of the time required a prostitute to “depose[r] [sa] declaration en forme à la 
Police, pour reprendre [ses] droits” and then to submit to “deux ans de surveillance” 
(Balzac 72), which Esther does.38 This practice marks a particular need to guarantee 
society textually against the “destabilizing force of the prostitute’s erotic body” through 
the outlining of a narrative structure designed to “contain and discipline her unruly 
energy” (Bernheimer 52). Ideally, this system would effect “the renunciation of a 
predatory female sexuality in submission to paternal Law” (Bernheimer 52). The creation 
of these documents and registries define an “appareil d’écriture” that serves as another 
kind of surveillance working in tandem with the social narrative of the dangerous 
prostitute. Together, they establish a “procédure d’objectivation et d’assujettisement” 
(Foucault 225). The individual is thus trapped and defined by “le register,” and 
compliance is doubly assured.  
It can certainly be argued that the novel works to “contain and discipline” La 
Torpille. However, as Bernheimer points out, Balzac has replaced the typical figures of 
patriarchal law in this text with “a figure defined by his legal and sexual deviance, the 
arch-criminal Vautrin” (53). Who better to instruct Esther in all the necessary trappings 
of the Angel than the one who stands outside the social and continuously demonstrates 
the value of dealing in “social values and discourses” rather than inhabiting them? 
                                                 
surveillance and Vautrin’s ability to maintain efficient control over her image. He tells 
them: “C’est à vous à déjouer toutes les curiosités, s’il s’en éveille. Et madame… ne doit 
pas commettre la plus légère imprudence, vous l’en empêcheriez au besoin” (115). 
38 Harsin provides a detailed explanation of the judicial practice of registering prostitutes 
by the State. Of particular interest is her explanation of the process for expunging a name 
from these lists (24). 
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Whereas society might seek the complete expiation and erasure of the prostitute before 
allowing her to claim a new place within the system, Vautrin is satisfied by simply 
reproducing the appearance of that process, especially as he has no intention of re-
introducing Esther into the world at large under the guise of the Angel.39 His focus is 
instead on dissimulation as a means of protecting Esther – and by extension Lucien – 
from the revelatory gaze at the heart of Foucault’s “pouvoir disciplinaire”. He capitalizes 
on his own skills to obtain the lettre d’avis expunging Esther’s name from the public 
record, thereby essentially destroying the textual existence of La Torpille. All remaining 
traces of the courtesan are effectively erased from the “réseau d’écriture… qui captent et 
fixent” the individual (Foucault 222). Vautrin is then able to substitute the creation of a 
new textual and corporeal identity for Esther. Through its capacity as a site of continuous 
testing and reaffirmation, the convent’s ultimate purpose in his view is to codify and 
substantiate Esther’s textual existence as the virtuous penitent, while simultaneously 
shaping her tastes and gestures to conform to her intended status. Specifically through the 
                                                 
39Richard Terdiman writes in reference to counter-discourses in romans d’éducation, of 
which he takes Splendeurs as an example, that “the genre’s tactic was not to subvert the 
dominant but rather to seek to recontain it. Instead of contesting the mechanism of 
domination, the genre contested its beneficiary. It aimed not to overturn domination, but 
to domesticate or annex the power by which domination functioned” (87). Vautrin seems 
to be exercising similar aims by facilitating Esther’s convent education. Terdiman’s 
discussion of the initiatory relationship between Vautrin and Lucien is also of interest, 
and many of its elements can be applied to his relationship with Esther. Vautrin further 
confirms that he seeks only to contain the threat Esther represents when his declaration to 
Lucien that “La Torpille n’existe plus” is followed in almost the next breath by the 
observation that “elle nous tirera peut-être d’affaire, elle vaut son pesant d’or” (106), 
meaning that her special skills as La Torpille could be the key to some future 
machination. 
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ritual of preparing for her baptism and first communion, Esther’s body is inscribed by the 
trappings of the Church and re-integrated into the social framework. Upon completion of 
these rituals, her name is inscribed on the Church’s register, at once announcing and 
confirming her social indoctrination, as well as documenting her separation from her 
previous life as a Jewish courtesan. La Torpille’s declaration to the police is thus entirely 
covered over by the Angel’s declaration in the confessional. This misdirection and 
process of re-inscription is the essential foundation upon which Vautrin builds the 
mechanisms for his continued dissimilation of Esther’s relationship with Lucien. 
Upon the occasion of Esther’s emergence from the convent, she steps forth as a 
fully outlined individual: the abject self has been reclaimed and transformed into 
something more. Though at this point she has not yet completely come to exercise her 
will over her new identity, she has gained some valuable perspective on her own 
existence and has fully assumed her vision of what the Angel should be. With this clarity 
comes the complete articulation of the primary tenets by which she will live and die. 
While still at the convent, in a moment of prescient clarity, Esther declares: “Ne vais-je 
pas expirer pour ces deux fanatismes, pour la vertu qui me rendait digne de [Lucien], 
pour lui qui m’a jetée dans les bras de la vertu?” (97). Although virtue was originally a 
means to an end for her, it has become a goal in and of itself. Given Vautrin’s intense 
control over her development and his continuing watchful presence even after she leaves 
the convent, it may be tempting to negate any idea of autonomy on Esther’s part. 
However, the pragmatically-chosen surface that Vautrin envisioned continually reasserts 
itself as a personal truth for Esther in a way that vastly exceeds Vautrin’s anticipated 
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effects. Esther does not question the reality of her conversion into the Angel; she exalts in 
it and actively works to express this new vision of herself to others. Her very first act 
after completing her education is to take up pen and paper to personally establish the 
textual existence of this identity. In her letter to Vautrin, she actively defines her new 
status, stating: “J’emploie, pour la première fois, la faculté d’exprimer mes pensées.” She 
then goes on to outline her transformation and announce the standards to which she 
intends to hold herself:  
Je suis devenue l’un des tabernacles [de Dieu]… je n’étais plus une 
femme, je naissais à une vie de lumière… En me trouvant, ce que je 
n’espérais jamais, digne de Lucien, j’ai abjuré tout amour impur, et ne 
veux pas marcher dans d’autres voies que celles de la vertu. Si mon 
corps est plus faible que mon âme, qu’il périsse (Balzac 107).  
 
The illiterate Ninon no longer encompasses the scope of her talents, and though her love 
for Lucien has not been displaced, it must now be weighed against her love of virtue. The 
letter validates Vautrin’s textual inscription of her new identity, but stands in opposition 
to his intention, making clear that Balzac’s vision of the courtesan cum penitent will offer 
nothing so simple as unquestioning surrender to Vautrin’s will. Penning this letter also 
marks a crucial step forward in Esther’s shift from narrative object to narrative subject. 
By taking up the pen herself, she is able for the first time to exercise some influence over 
her relationships with the other characters, a phenomenon that will be discussed in greater 
detail in the final section of this chapter.  
If Lucien is no longer the sole occupant of Esther’s heart and mind, he is 
nonetheless a prized tenant and an important participant in the elaboration of her Angel 
identity. Certainly, his love and desire for her are at the origin of Esther’s decision to 
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make herself over into the Angel he imagined her to be: “blanche, ailée, pure et 
mystérieuse” (102). However, aside from providing the concept behind her newly-
constituted self, Lucien’s relationship with Esther after their reunion serves to bolster 
both her devotion to the Angel identity and the reader’s willingness to accept the 
transformation. For most of the text, Lucien’s contributions to Esther’s narrative and to 
the novel in general tend to be marginal and indirect, despite his central importance as an 
impetus of change. Shortly before their reunion though, Lucien finally assumes in some 
measure his role as a participant in constructing the reader’s image of Esther. He recounts 
anecdotes of La Torpille’s generosity towards her former lovers, namely the same 
“drôles” who were so quick to unmask and insult her at the ball.40 As Esther’s lover, the 
interjection of his commentary on her life reproduces to some extent the appropriative 
tactics of those same male characters. However, like Vautrin, Lucien’s interaction with 
her story goes beyond the projection of his own desires. Sharing these episodes from La 
Torpille’s past legitimizes Esther’s positioning in the text as a self-sacrificing courtesan 
with a heart of gold. Moreover, revealing these details through an intermediary 
contributes to the reader’s acceptance of Esther as a selfless figure at heart, rather than as 
someone seeking admiration through the manipulation of her image.  
While these qualities of generosity and devotion are linked to La Torpille 
specifically, they are also associated with the ideal Catholic femme comme il faut, 
although these qualities rarely bear out in practice in Balzac’s texts. Esther’s seemingly 
                                                 
40 “Sais-tu ce que la pauvre Torpille a fait pour trois d’entre eux ?... À l’un la vie, à 
l’autre l’honneur, au dernier la fortune, qui est aujourd’hui tout cela !” (106) 
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innate goodness thus highlights an intersection between her self as subject and the abject 
self she has reclaimed that is separate from the reality of the social framework 
surrounding her identity construction. In an instant, the distance between these competing 
versions of Esther dissolves, and we are reminded of the inherent falseness of their 
division. These two images of womanhood – the prostitute and the devout ingénue - are 
two sides of the same coin; both serve as labels meant to codify and thereby disarm the 
threat of female sexuality. Yet the expression of those qualities associated with the 
virtuous prostitute within the context of the pious and devout maiden cannot help but 
elevate our consideration of Esther. We as readers in Western society are trained just as 
thoroughly as Esther to prize self sacrifice and unwavering loyalty. This transformation 
then allows the reader to exalt Esther for retaining all those admirable and endearing 
qualities of the courtesan while eliminating those aspects that made her most problematic.  
This morally-revered status is doubly confirmed by Esther’s acceptance, albeit 
reluctant, of Vautrin’s demands as a means of fulfilling her own desires. In exchange for 
being allowed to enjoy the “quatre ans de bonheur” she and Lucien spend together, 
Esther’s own home becomes an even more restrictive cloister than the convent she has 
just left.41 Lucien first convinces Esther of the need to accept this double-bind first by 
evoking the possibility of his own death if their relationship is discovered (111), and then 
                                                 
41 “Cet appartement sera votre prison… Si vous voulez sortir…vous vous promènerez 
pendant la nuit, aux heures où vous ne pourrez point être vue” (110). 
 42 
 
by simply affirming that he wants her to comply.42 This is the first of many challenges to 
Esther’s commitment to the Angel and her convictions, and one that will shape the tone 
of those to come. For now at least, she opts to accept Lucien’s betrayal of her autonomy 
and to follow the message of her education: submission to authority is a path to virtue; 
resistance is grounds for punishment. 
At issue is not necessarily Esther’s existence, but very specifically the danger she 
poses to Lucien because “[sa] beauté, [sa] jeunesse et la distinction [qu’elle a] acquise au 
couvent seraient trop promptement remarquées dans Paris” (110; emphasis added). The 
very seductive qualities that she will deploy as La Torpille to advance Lucien’s career are 
the ones that put him most at risk. Should she be revealed as Lucien’s mistress, he would 
have no chance of contracting a financially advantageous marriage. Esther is effectively 
caught between the need to guarantee the viability of Lucien’s (and Vautrin’s) ambitions 
and the desire to pursue her own. The Angel may be worthy of Lucien in Esther’s eyes, 
but there is still no space for her within the social context of her world; La Torpille’s 
absence does not render the Angel any more viable than before. The text itself contributes 
to the marginalization and silencing of Esther as she is forced to cede most of the 
narrative control she has so recently won, at least temporarily. Vautrin once again usurps 
her position in her own narrative in order to reshape her image as he sees fit. He decides 
upon her new alias as Madame Van Bogseck and invents a corresponding backstory for 
                                                 
42 “- Est-ce ta volonté, dit-elle, que je reste sous la puissance de cet homme qui me fait 
garder par ces deux hyènes ? Lucien inclina la tête. La pauvre fille réprima sa tristesse et 
parut joyeuse ; mais elle fut horriblement oppressée” (118). 
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her without any opportunity for Esther to comment upon or shape these decisions (115).43 
In the same breath that creates her as Lucien’s pseudo-wife, a title she certainly merits for 
her devotion, Balzac relegates Esther to the obscurity and passivity of a “proper lady”. 
We pass over these four years of paradise; the narrator states only that “le bonheur n’a 
pas d’histoire” (123). Esther is able to resume an active role in the narrative only upon 
once again becoming the sexualized object of the male gaze when the banker, Baron de 
Nucingen spots her in the bois de Vincennes (125).44 It is Nucingen’s desire for her that 
renders Esther a central player in Vautrin’s scheme to secure Lucien’s politically 
expedient marriage to Clotilde de Grandlieu. Masculine desire thus once again impacts 
woman’s visibility, identity, and personal trajectory within the novel. 
A partial explanation for this marginalization may be found in recognizing that all 
of Esther’s efforts to erase La Torpille have in some ways only enhanced her viability as 
a target for the sexually objectifying effects of the male gaze. Through her 
transformation, Esther has replaced an appealing intellectual ignorance with an equally 
appealing and highly eroticized aura of sexual purity. Her seductive qualities are 
heightened by the very act of concealing them behind the virtuous surface of the Angel, 
                                                 
43 It seems especially appropriate that this renaming by Vautrin is a permutation of her 
former name, as Esther’s shift from La Torpille to the Angel illustrates a similar 
transformation. Nothing is ever lost; it merely changes form. This exchange also signals 
Vautrin’s continued grasp on Esther’s public image, be it through the machinations of 
Europe and Asie or through the careful use of smoke and mirrors and well-played threats 
to distract any spying eyes. 
44 This brief moment recalls the beginning of the novel when Bixiou unmasks her, 
effectively negating her efforts to conceal her erotic nature from public view. Nucingen’s 
subsequent search for Esther only further highlights the almost parodic parallels between 
his pursuit of her and Lucien’s search at the bal masque. 
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much as Balzac draws in the reader in the opening pages by refusing our access to 
Esther.45 Furthermore, her aspiration to embody the Angel does not signal a complete 
eradication of La Torpille from her body. Esther’s illness while in the convent, which is 
suggested to be the result of her imposed celibacy, demonstrates that the eroticization of 
her flesh goes much deeper than social expectation; the “threatening spectre” of the 
rejected La Torpille continues to haunt the Angel. Whether its origins lie in the sensuality 
of her youth or some assumption on Balzac’s part about the nature of women, it remains 
the case that she has incorporated this eroticism as a core element of her “muscle 
memory,” as is continuously highlighted by Balzac’s descriptions of her movements, 
gestures, and especially her eyes “qui puissent remuer [les hommes]” (195) even when 
her intentions are otherwise. This sensuality cannot be negated by the shift from La 
Torpille to the Angel, though Esther now is able to choose to direct her personal desire 
exclusively toward Lucien. We may here read a variation on Mulvey’s assertions about 
the narrative progression of the female star in film whose “eroticism is subjected to the 
male star alone.” 46 Whereas Mulvey describes a male character gradually subsuming the 
                                                 
45 In her dealings with Nucingen in particular, the baron’s desire for her is directly linked 
to his inability to possess Esther completely and his fascination with the disparity 
between his flirtatious interactions with La Torpille and the constant vigilance of the 
Angel who rebuffs any advance that goes too far. 
46 Mulvey describes a progressive relationship between the woman, her lover, and the 
viewer. Initially, “the woman [is presented] as the object of the combined gaze of the 
spectator and all the male protagonists in the film… But as the narrative progresses she 
falls in love with the main male protagonist and becomes his property, losing her outward 
glamorous characteristics, her generalized sexuality, her show-girl connotations; her 
eroticism is subjected to the male star alone. By means of identification with him, 
through participation in his power, the spectator can indirectly possess her too” (13). 
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independence of the sexualized woman, thereby limiting others’ access to her erotic 
qualities, here Esther overtly declares Lucien to be the master of her sensuality without 
losing any of her former erotic appeal. Bernheimer remarks that the social reintegration 
of the prostitute hinges upon the “discipline of female deviance by patriarchal law, de-
eroticization of the prostitute’s threatening sexuality, and control over her supposed 
mobility of character and propensity to foment social unrest” (45). Vautrin has 
successfully indoctrinated Esther into the precepts of “patriarchal law,” and her limited 
mobility at least temporarily ensures his ability to control the thread of her narrative. 
Ironically however, because her eroticism has been recast under the guise of virtue rather 
than actually refuted, Esther remains a threat to Lucien, to the social order, and to the 
text. 
 
La Torpille Serves the Angel: Esther’s Voice Emerges 
The contradictions between the Angel that Esther embodies and the courtesan she 
can’t erase further highlight her status as a character that exists outside of her society’s 
“matrix of gender relations” (Butler xvi). In some ways, she resists pigeon-holing while 
at the same time striving to fit into a very specific trope. Esther actively claims the 
Angel’s dual devotion to virtue and to Lucien as self-imposed “constitutive constraints” – 
that without which she cannot exist as an individual (Butler x). Though these constitutive 
constraints may seem to be in direct conflict with one another, they actually coincide with 
the delicate balance that Esther has struck between her two selves. She can draw on the 
skills and knowledge of both versions of herself as necessary in the promotion of her 
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aims. Once Esther has completed her convent education, Balzac shows that she is able to 
exert some control over which facet of herself will be expressed in a given moment. This 
is not to imply that either La Torpille or the Angel is a costume that Esther can choose to 
put on and take off at will. Rather, in striving to stay true to her chosen self (the Angel) 
and the tenets of its constitutive constraints, Esther is able to channel her experiences as 
La Torpille in order to project an image that, though it does not necessarily coincide with 
the expected behavior of her newly-adopted inner-self, nevertheless allows her to keep to 
her overall goals.47 Central to Balzac’s efforts to present both aspects of Esther are the 
documents she periodically produces in the novel. These letters, notes, and other 
documents serve as textual artifacts of those moments when Esther assumes direct control 
of her message and her image without the mediating influence of another character or 
even the narrator. These documents offer insight into the conflicting facets of Esther’s 
identity while confirming that her seeming passivity does not imply simple 
objectification.  
Esther’s ability to draw upon her courtesan skills to advance the image of the 
Angel is clear from her first letter to Vautrin, which she penned upon completing her 
convent education. As this is also the first moment in which Esther herself becomes a 
kind of author of her own narrative, this document is especially important for her 
                                                 
47 For example, both Esther’s smiling acquiescence to Lucien’s order to obey Vautrin 
(118) and her calculated respect towards Vautrin in nearly all of her interactions with him 
rely upon La Torpille’s ability to use body language and other cues to seduce and subtly 
influence others while concealing her own emotional responses to a given situation. 
These are common tricks of the courtesan’s trade. 
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personal efforts to establish the textual existence of the Angel. The letter is rife with 
expressions of virtue and devotion – both religious and romantic. At the moment of 
baptism, she writes “j’ai entendu les chants des anges, je n’étais plus une femme, je 
naisissais à une vie de lumière” (107). Esther also carefully signals her submission to 
Vautrin’s will, announcing that she preferred to send this letter to Vautrin as a sign of 
“reconnaissance” rather than writing to her lover to “peindre un amour que Lucien a peut-
être oublié.” She calls Vautrin “mon cher protecteur” and invites him to be “l’arbitre de 
ma destinée.” She does not ask to be allowed to see Lucien again, announcing that she is 
ready to die “loin de mon bien-aimé,” if Vautrin refuses her return to Paris. Yet her 
seeming virtue and submission carry hints of the courtesan’s double-speak. By refusing 
to ask for what she wants, Esther effectively demonstrates her worthiness of Lucien. 
Furthermore, because Vautrin allows Lucien to read the letter as well, Esther is able to 
reaffirm her love without having to compromise her new-found virtue.  
The letter then serves as a physical intermediary for communication both intimate 
and defensibly public, all while protecting her narrative from interruption by other 
speakers. This subtle interplay of text and subtext reveals what may be considered 
Esther’s soft power – which the political scientist Joseph Nye, Jr. defines as the use of 
seduction and persuasion, rather than direct force, to enlist the power of others in 
achieving one’s goals, that is “getting others to want the outcomes that you want” (x). 
Though not often used in literary criticism, this term is ideally suited to describing the 
effect of Esther’s letters on those who read them – both characters and readers alike. In 
this case, her message to Vautrin validates the image he wants her to project, and thus 
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makes it clear that she has lived up to her part of the deal. Demonstrating her virtue could 
allay his perception of risk; it also subtly strengthens her case (to Vautrin and to the 
reader) for a reunion with Lucien. It remains unclear whether Esther’s letter influences 
Vautrin’s decision to permit her return to Paris. Nevertheless, by deploying these tactics, 
Balzac strategically grants Esther space in an otherwise marginalizing narrative.  
Both La Torpille and the Angel may be externally-dictated constructions of her 
society, but by fully inhabiting them, Esther discovers her own limited agency. As 
readers, we can take advantage of this duality to tease out other factors in the power 
dynamic at work within this text. Butler states that: 
“Bodies never quite comply with the norms by which their 
materialization is impelled. Indeed, it is the instabilities, the 
possibilities for rematerialization, opened up by this process that mark 
one domain in which the force of the regulatory law can be turned 
against itself to spawn rearticulations that call into question the 
hegemonic force of that very regulatory law” (xii). 
 
If we understand Vautrin and Lucien’s collective desires as being the source of “that very 
regulatory law” (though of course working in tandem with that of the larger social 
structure), the source of tension in this text is revealed to be the disparity between the 
expectation of Esther’s compliance and the nuanced reality of her actions. Vautrin’s 
assumption seems to be that Esther as the Angel will be easily directed, and that by 
manipulating her love for Lucien, he will also be able to appropriate control of La 
Torpille to seduce Nucingen: “Esther est un gibier après lequel je vais faire courir ce 
Loup-cervier de manière à le dégraisser d’un million” (135). As he has done so often in 
the past, Vautrin seeks to control the image and actions of another after having 
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disciplined that person to his will, in this case by presenting Esther as a prop in his 
schemes: a prey Nucingen will not be able to resist.  
The conflict arises when he forces Esther to violate the very constitutive 
constraint he helped her to establish – that of virtue. Esther was prepared to accept the 
inevitability of Lucien’s eventual marriage and her subsequent abandonment, as well as 
her own necessary marginalization, as long as these sacrifices were in the service of her 
lover’s advancement. She tells him, “Dis-moi : ‘Je me marie.’ Je ne te demande plus 
qu’un adieu bien tendre, et tu n’entendras plus jamais parler de moi…” (157). However, 
pitting her devotion to Lucien against her virtue by demanding her participation in the 
scheme against Nucingen proves to be a bridge too far. Vautrin states that “on ne peut 
devenir ici-bas que ce qu’on est,” (117) by which he means to imply that Esther will 
never escape the shadow of La Torpille. He therefore expects to be able to pronounce the 
magic incantation – “il s’agit de la vie de Lucien” (156) – in order to call forth the “bête 
fauve” Esther has so struggled to refute.48 As he himself is a creator and creature of 
dissimulation, he fails to account for the ferocity with which Esther will cling to the 
Angel’s virtue and those actions she will take to defend it – namely her eventual suicide. 
The narrator affirms that: “Elle s’était vue pendant cinq ans blanche comme un 
ange !... elle n’avait commis la moindre infidélité. Ce bel amour pur allait être sali,” 
indicating that during Esther’s time as Lucien’s pseudo-wife, she fully internalized her 
                                                 
48 Lucien also uses this phrase several times to overcome Esther’s resistance to his plans, 
most notably just before Vautrin separates the lovers and sets her in Nucingen’s path 
(155). 
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Angel persona (264). The purity of her sexual fidelity to Lucien is for her the double sign 
of her unblemished virtue in this new guise and of the sanctity she ascribes to her love for 
Lucien. Violating that fidelity, even on behalf of Lucien, would mean the destruction of 
both her Angel identity – this abject self she has so fastidiously cultivated – and her love 
for Lucien. Her visceral reaction to this prospect offers no hint of artificiality or 
theatricality:  
Ceci n’était en elle ni calcul ni poésie, elle éprouvait un 
sentiment indéfinissable et d’une puissance infinie : de blanche, 
elle devenait noire ; de pure, impure ; de noble, ignoble. Hermine 
par sa propre volonté, la souillure morale ne lui semblait pas 
supportable… non, plutôt finir dans la Seine (265). 
 
The starkly binary opposition in Esther’s thoughts between white and black, purity and 
impurity, etc. demonstrates that, for her, there is no middle ground to be found between 
the opposing demands of her constitutive constraints. The only possible escape is suicide. 
Yet, as we shall see, this quote also foreshadows both the tactics she uses to delay the 
inevitable and the lasting effect she will leave on the novel and in the mind of the reader. 
She must become “Hermine par sa propre volonté,” a reference to the black spots she is 
obliged to accept on her white image of herself. While for her, these spots represent her 
blemished virtue, they also signal a partial return of La Torpille. Ermine is especially 
valued for and defined by the presence of its black spots on a white field, and has long 
been a symbol of royalty. This line then suggests, albeit in the subtlest of terms, that the 
fusion of La Torpille and the Angel is the key to Esther’s attempts to assume power over 
her own destiny. 
 51 
 
It is evident that Esther constructs projected images that belie her true feelings 
primarily as a means of self-defense – or rather defense of her claimed self – in the face 
of Vautrin’s demands. As much as Vautrin’s demands and Lucien’s complicity are a 
violation of her trust, they also serve to elucidate the struggle between Esther and Vautrin 
for control of her image and of the novel in general. Vautrin’s callous machinations and 
Lucien’s willingness to abandon his lover to Vautrin’s power certainly cause the reader to 
“question the hegemonic forces” they have put in place. Simply put, the reader can no 
longer be sure whose aims we should wish to see achieved. As in so many other ways 
throughout the novel, Balzac calls into question the very idea of an individual hero or of a 
story with clear goals. What he has proposed for the reader’s consideration is not any one 
particular story, but rather the interaction among these coinciding stories, both the ones 
we tell ourselves and the ones we tell each other. Esther herself then becomes the symbol 
of the struggle against the system at large, and the next step in the novel must then be 
finding a means to empower the subaltern. Pygmalion’s statue has come to life, and she 
will go only but so gently into that good night. 
When we speak of Esther’s agency, it is important to understand the limits of its 
scope. Esther’s eventual surrender to Vautrin’s demands is a foregone conclusion. She 
could no more refuse to help Lucien than she could hope to escape La Torpille 
completely. The former is impossible because it would violate the constitutive constraints 
of the Angel. The latter would necessitate a complete rupture from the very formative 
circumstances Balzac has put in place to distinguish the unexamined life she previously 
led from the one she desired. Agency is slippery, and it can only be found “in the 
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possibilities opened up in and by that constrained appropriation of the regulatory law, by 
the materialization of that law, the compulsory appropriation and identification with those 
normative demands” (Butler xxi). Further, agency itself is “a reiterative or rearticulatory 
practice, immanent to power, and not a relation of external opposition to power” (Butler 
xxiii). Therefore, the decision Balzac must make is not whether Esther will give in to her 
obligation to violate her constitutive constraints by becoming Nucingen’s mistress, but 
how and when she will do so on her own terms. For Esther, this means that her agency 
lies in actively and overtly choosing to cloak the Angel beneath her primary source of 
social power – the erotic and seductive La Torpille. Esther herself is at last the one who 
delays or denies the gratification of others in order to advance her own agenda. For a 
little while at least, La Torpille can stave off the inevitable, buying the Angel time to 
reconcile with the necessary sacrifice of her virtue for love. When Nucingen first declares 
his love to her, she “câlina si bien le banquier que La Torpille reparut. Elle ensorcela le 
vieillard qui promit de rester père pendant quarante jours” (267). 
These tactics, as well as Esther’s uncertain oscillation between her two 
constitutive constraints, are especially apparent in her missives to Nucingen. The first 
three are spurred by a letter from Nucingen in which he tries to cajole her into 
documenting her debt to him in an “engagement chirographaire” because he has not been 
able to counteract La Torpille’s assiduity in person (269). It is understood that her body is 
the only payment he will accept. Esther’s replies run the gamut from inflammatory to 
conciliatory to carefully reasoned, each one motivated by a different aspect of her 
identity, and each one uniquely suited to inscribing Esther’s place in the minds of the 
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reader. Her initial “Prenez mon ours” – roughly meaning that she doesn’t believe 
Nucingen’s over-inflated rhetoric – marries the vestiges of La Torpille’s rash spirit to the 
Angel’s indignation (272). Simply put, Esther flatly denies his entitlement to her person. 
The second letter channels more of the Angel, leaning on a lexicon of submission and 
docility, much like her letter to Vautrin. She refers to herself as “une pauvre fille qui doit 
être une esclave,” and tells Nucingen that “vous me trouverez donc à vos ordres” (272). 
Esther’s letter to Vautrin, the supposed priest, was peppered with religious terms, and 
here she again tailors her message to the primary language of its recipient – that of 
finance. The courtesan’s chameleon-like ability to mold herself into the desired form thus 
becomes a tool in the Angel’s argument. Stating that she doesn’t have the right to 
“liquidate” herself by throwing herself into the Seine, Esther agrees to “payer dans une 
seule nuit toutes les sommes qui sont hypothéquées sur ce fatal moment” (272).  
Yet as in the letter to Vautrin, the Angel’s highly dramatic pronouncements, 
namely that after discharging her debt she will “sortir de cette vie” (272), carry the 
weight of soft power. If Esther cannot dispute her debt to Nucingen, she strives to 
dissuade him from collecting on it. The third letter, striking a balance between Esther’s 
dual aspects of La Torpille and the Angel, offers a “simple raisonnement,” again insisting 
that she will die if Nucingen forces “l’exécution du contrat” (273). Though Esther is 
trapped within the commerce of men, she deploys all her strategies to push back against 
the objectifying pressure of their demands. Given that Nucingen faints at her threatened 
suicide, these efforts are not without some bite (273). Furthermore, these letters serve as 
documentation of Esther’s intent, creating a material record of both her efforts to avoid 
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using the only means of escape wholly within reach of her agency and her determination 
to end her life if forced to compromise her Angel identity. 
Esther’s decision to end her physical virtue paradoxically guarantees her status as 
a virtuous figure. With some limited prompting from Vautrin, she eventually capitulates 
with the grace incumbent to her self-imposed role as martyr.49 She can find no better way 
to embody the self-sacrificing Angel than by throwing herself to the lions. The Angel 
thus attains her full glory behind the mask of La Torpille, simultaneously finding her way 
to the reader’s heartstrings. If Esther’s bid to conceal La Torpille behind a mask at the 
beginning of the novel solidified the reader’s interest in her narrative, then using La 
Torpille to conceal the Angel reinforces the reader’s investment in her character precisely 
because the text allows us to peek behind the smiling mask to the beleaguered woman 
beneath. Readers then become the primary target of Esther’s soft power as her actions 
force our recognition of the gulf between the cliché of the manipulative grisette she 
projects for Nucingen and the virtuous intentions behind that projection. Even her nearly-
silent, if hesitating, compliance with Vautrin’s machinations serves as evidence of 
Esther’s convictions. The reader is drawn to side with her against male ambition and 
hope for a midnight-hour reprieve. She may not be able to freely project her self-image as 
the Angel within the text, but by framing her in this way, Balzac grants her space to show 
                                                 
49 At this stage, Vautrin still exercises some control over La Torpille’s image, especially 
in regards to Nucingen, in order to maximize their financial gains. However, these 
manipulations would not have been successful without Esther’s compliance. 
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readers which version of herself she claims and to influence the reader’s experience of 
the narrative. 
As confirmation of the full resurgence of La Torpille, Esther again exerts direct, 
textual control over the novel. In her final letter to Nucingen, she names herself his 
“machine à plaisir” (288). Whereas her previous letters to him were colored by the 
thoughtfully-couched but earnest pronouncements of the Angel seeking survival, this 
missive carries all the signs of La Torpille’s trademark skills of cat-and-mouse. She 
knows the game Nucingen is playing, and thus her letter is crafted to flatter the baron’s 
ego. At the same time, the reader’s privileged access to Esther’s narrative evolution 
makes apparent the true meaning of her seemingly conciliatory and amorous statements. 
When she writes that “une affection vraie nous [les femmes] touche bien plus que de 
nous voir l’objet de dépenses folles” (287), Nucingen takes her words as a sign of 
affection for him. However, for the reader, this sentiment can only be a reiteration of 
Esther’s distaste for Nucingen and love of Lucien. Similarly, her declaration that she will 
be Nucingen’s “pour la vie” (288) does not negate her previous resolution to cut that life 
short. Her seemingly concrete words therefore reflect the same contextual instability as 
her disparate selves. Both meanings must be understood to gauge the weight of Esther’s 
voice and her understated power in shaping the narrative. Both La Torpille and the Angel 
must also be united to reconstitute Esther as subject within her text. It is only through this 
fusion that she is able to thwart, however briefly, her marginalization by the other 
characters and by the narrative itself. 
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Esther has spent her life oscillating between La Torpille and the Angel, unable to 
inhabit either version of herself fully. In her death, Esther can at long last make a direct 
bid for full control of her own identity and story. She can declare herself to be the Angel 
without contradiction from others. Though her declaration cannot erase La Torpille nor 
render the Angel any more a “genuine self” than any other citational reiteration, Esther’s 
agency lies in deciding upon what she chooses to believe and to do. Much as her 
submission to Vautrin and Lucien comprised a constitutive element of the idealized self 
she wished to project, Esther’s carefully staged death is her chance to have final say in 
the meaning of her life, regardless of who was responsible for shaping that life. Her death 
and its significance unfold in stages, opening slowly to form a coherent narrative. 
Esther’s first attempt at suicide was based on the desire to erase La Torpille; her 
second, successful attempt is aimed at giving voice to the Angel. This abject self was 
constructed through a combination of education and ritual, all intended to indoctrinate 
Esther into a particular disciplinary framework. It therefore seems appropriate that she 
should seek to recreate some aspects of those rituals in announcing her claimed identity 
through her death. Bernheimer writes that “Although Esther might seem to be taking 
control of her plot by removing herself from Vautrin’s, her suicide is the logical 
fulfillment of his disciplining of her erotic deviance” (65). While it seems clear that 
Esther’s actions are an extension of that “disciplining of her erotic deviance,” it is 
difficult to discount entirely the idea of Esther’s agency in her decision. Her act stands as 
a pledge of allegiance to her own idealism – the pure and unattainable Esther she so 
wanted to become.  
 57 
 
When Vautrin decided to pluck her from her smoke-filled rooms, he was the one 
who took charge of making all arrangements for her transfer to the convent. Now, it is 
Esther who serves as mistress of ceremonies in preparing her own definitive departure. 
She directs Nucingen’s activities with finesse, suavely dictating each detail of his final 
payment – the one Esther is counting on to finally assure Lucien’s success and fulfill her 
obligation (383). She is also the one who crafts her final interview with Lucien as a 
reprisal of the ritual of her first communion or of the wedding she will never have.50 
Finally, Esther’s letter to Lucien stands as the definitive textual confirmation of her 
chosen identity and of the assumption of her narrative voice. Through this constellation 
of word, deed, and text, Esther paints her own portrait for Lucien, for the reader, and for 
herself. In this moment, she can at last give rein to those thoughts that have so often been 
excluded or passed over in silence, either by her own will or as part of her general 
marginalization. In this moment, Esther appears in all her fractured complexity, and she 
chooses to offer up a final confirmation of her love for Lucien and her recognition of her 
chosen martyrdom. 
This final letter to Lucien evokes the purest fusion of Esther’s two selves. It is 
also by far her longest missive, comprising nearly six pages in this edition (486-491). 
Detailing her meticulously executed death at the moment of its occurrence, this letter 
crystallizes Esther as a fully realized subject in Balzac’s narrative, and one who is 
                                                 
50 “Esther fit une toilette de jeune mariée… Lucien arriva sur les sept heures…. – Mon 
ami, vous de qui j’ai fait mon dieu dit Esther en pliant un genou sur un coussin devant 
Lucien, bénissez-moi…” (386). 
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capable of defining her own story down to the smallest detail, both for Lucien and, 
ultimately, the reader. She sets the scene in the opening lines, declaring this “mon dernier 
jour” and announcing – with all the melodrama of the courtesan and all the sincerity of 
the pénitente – that she has only “une heure à vivre” (486). From there, she describes her 
purchase of “une jolie petite groseille noire contenant un poison qui tue avec la rapidité 
de l’éclair” and how she will arrange her body in death so as to leave the image she 
wants: “Vois-tu, je veux être belle en morte, je me coucherai, je m’étendrai dans mon lit, 
je me poserai, quoi !... je ne serai défigurée ni par les convulsions, ni par une posture 
ridicule” (488, emphasis in the original). This explicit framing suggests careful 
intentionality on Esther’s part. Through this letter, as much as through her specific 
actions, she attempts to head off any postmortem efforts to challenge the identity she has 
claimed. The Angel will, she hopes, be neither disfigured nor rendered ridiculous in the 
aftermath of her death. To that end, this letter also overwrites the false will drafted by 
Vautrin after her suicide; while that document was authentic in that it conveyed her 
wishes and “style,” it also marked yet another occasion in which Esther’s voice was 
marginalized and replaced by the will (in both senses) of a man who sought to profit from 
her body (in both senses). This letter allows Esther to reclaim that voice and wield it to 
her own ends.  
Alongside Esther’s efforts to preserve the Angel, her letter also demonstrates a 
new integration of La Torpille into her identity as a whole. She explicitly draws a parallel 
between the ablutions she performed after Nucingen’s departure and the baptismal waters 
of her “repentir sincère,” thus signaling her continuing devotion to the religiously defined 
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Angel. Yet, the informal, descriptive diction of her letter recalls something of her 
liminality prior to her entrance into the convent. She writes, “Tu dois me trouver 
bavarde…. Je t’écris comme je te parlais,” echoing her statement to Vautrin that when 
she prayed to the Virgin Mary, “je lui parle comme je parle à Lucien” (490, 72) Both 
selves are present in each note of this swan song, but as a unified – not fragmented – 
identity. Esther makes this fusion explicit when she defines the cause of her suicide as 
being forced to reprise “mon ancien métier de fille de joie” in the context of “la vie de 
l’amour” she shared with Lucien. Thus documented, she textually inscribes both the 
divided selves of her life and the circumstances of her death upon the “appareil 
d’écriture” of society, making of them a single, collective portrait of herself. Such 
narrative control eliminates any doubt of her motivations and brings crucial explicitness 
to Esther’s all too often silenced experiences. Where her actions were once textually 
erased, as with Vautrin’s theft of her declaration to the police and his drafting of the false 
will, this letter affirms her acts and renders more visible the person behind them. This 
unmediated contact between Esther and the reader is all the more remarkable in that this 
letter provides the only textual access to the solitary moment of her death. Later in the 
novel, the narrator recounts Lucien’s suicide at great length, but there is no such narrative 
intrusion here. Esther is able to take uncontested control of this moment as she writes her 
own story. This act defines her as a subject as it silences the voices of all others and 
replaces the exterior male gaze with her own introspection. 
While this letter permits Esther to paint her own portrait, it also allows her to 
direct her gaze toward Lucien’s in the form of a small portrait in ivory. Although he is the 
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ostensible object of her scrutiny, Lucien is in fact pushed to the margins of Esther’s text, 
just as his complicity with Vautrin’s machinations marginalized Esther throughout the 
novel. The letter is peppered with terms of endearment that constantly name and rename 
Lucien; he is by turns “ma biche,” “mon mignon,” “mon chat,” “mon nini,” and even 
“mon cher ange” (486-491). This use of the possessive feels almost ironic, as it 
centralizes Esther in a relationship that was almost always and only predicated on how 
she could be of use to him. It marks Lucien as Esther’s possession in a way that was 
always impossible, a contrast that spotlights for the reader the deep inequality between 
them. Each declaration of Esther’s adoration and each evocation of her self-sacrifice 
point to the two constitutive constraints she has so carefully maintained and thereby 
become, for the reader if not for Esther, a series of honeyed barbs against Lucien. While 
her words convey in all sincerity her love for him, they also emphasize the faithful 
adoration he has betrayed. She defines her death in terms that leave no doubt as to his 
partial responsibility, calling it “la terminaison d’une longue maladie qui a commencé le 
jour où, sur la terrace de Saint-Germain, vous [(Lucien et Vautrin)] m’avez rejetée dans 
mon ancienne carrière” (488). The ambiguity between Esther’s textual affirmations – 
which relay her complex identity – and the subtextual accusations they suggest to the 
reader –carries the scent of rebellion. She insists that she doesn’t want to “ennuyer 
[Lucien] de ma mort” and that she wants to be “ton Esther jusqu’au dernier moment” 
(486). These remarks signal the depth of her love, but the statement that she doesn’t want 
Lucien to be “troubled” by her death has an edge of bitterness she rarely voiced. This 
bitterness becomes almost a threat when Esther writes “tu regretteras plus d’une fois ton 
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pauvre chien fidèle” and then enumerates her many expressions of devotion and sacrifice 
for him (487). Her anger at the unfairness of her situation practically leaps from the page 
as she rails against Clotilde de Grandlieu, “cette latte qui marche et qui porte des robes, 
… qui te fera des noirs en dormant, tant elle a les os pointus” (487, emphasis in the 
original). Yet in the next breath, she gives her consent to Lucien’s marriage, writing: 
“Oui, j’y consens, je te serais encore bonne à quelque chose comme de mon vivant… Ma 
mort te sera donc utile encore… J’aurais troublé ton ménage” (487).  
For readers, these declarations constitute the strongest, final form of Esther’s soft 
power: they go straight to the heart and provoke a deep belief in the legitimacy of the 
Angel persona and the sincerity with which Esther clings to her. While these same 
statements forestall any absolution of Lucien by the reader, the fact that Esther’s letter 
appears to call for just that stands as yet another sign of her supreme virtue. When 
reading her assertion that, “J’ai tout tenté pour continuer à respirer l’air que tu respires,” 
her simultaneous distress and sense of pride become our own. The sentiment she inspires 
validates the identity she has claimed and obliges the reader to share in her belief even if 
the other characters do not. Moreover, the self-sacrificing content of Esther’s final letter 
is never self-effacing. The image she paints of herself is of a woman who loved deeply, 
but who was also capable of the kind of philosophical reflection we might more typically 
expect from a male character. Instead of reproaching Lucien, she places the blame 
squarely on the social framework that excluded her in the first place. She writes, “Jamais 
le monde ne nous aurait acceptés” (488) and “Le monde, qui plie devant l’Argent ou la 
Gloire, ne veut pas plier devant le bonheur, ni devant la vertu” (489). This depth confirms 
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Esther’s three-dimensionality and lifts her beyond the objectification that marked her life. 
Thus, in her last moments of textual control, Esther exercises her agency to define her 
vision of herself and strike out against a social order that values appearance over 
substance and submission over authenticity. She actively chooses her exit: “Tous les 
jours les jolies femmes sortent du spectacle avant la fin !... Eh, bien, je n’ai pas voulu voir 
la dernière pièce, voilà tout…” (490). The lasting impression she leaves with the reader 
through this letter, then, is one of self-affirmation. 
Esther’s death has a markedly destabilizing effect on the rest of the novel. Her 
definitive exit from the narrative triggers the spiraling downfall of Vautrin and Lucien’s 
ambitions, ultimately resulting in Lucien’s death. The breadth of her impact on the 
narrative speaks to Esther’s importance as the linchpin of the triangulated relationship 
among Vautrin, Lucien, and herself, and of her necessary role in a text that denies in so 
many ways the existence of its own center. The fact that Lucien and Vautrin are accused 
of murdering Esther only serves to confirm how closely interwoven the three characters’ 
individual identities actually are. In a sense, their arrest signals Balzac’s desire to bend 
the narrative itself to correspond with the identities Esther tried to construct. Just as they 
both are and are not responsible for her suicide, she both is and is not la Torpille and the 
Angel. These opposing truths are held simultaneously by the text.  
In this novel, questions of image, both the one we project onto others and the one 
that we claim as our own, are intimately linked to the act of narration and of choosing the 
story we will tell. Whether Esther owes her existence to others or if she is her own 
creation, Balzac’s ultimate message seems to be that apparent weakness does not 
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preclude strength, nor does acceptance negate choice. Her suicide stands as both the final 
confirmation of Esther’s divided nature and of the possible resolution of that division 
through the active reclamation of the self. Though Esther has so often been claimed by 
and for others, the image of her life the reader retains is the one she crafted. Therein lies 
the soft power she ultimately wields. By shaping her own narrative and making a choice 
– no matter how limited the options – Esther is able to escape the objectifying schema 
that trapped and defined her body and instead emerge in the form of a subject. She 
embodies the angel rising from her fall.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REFLECTION OR REFRACTION: MIRRORING THE GAZE 
IN BAUDELAIRE’S LES FLEURS DU MAL 
Hair blowing softly in the wind, a cutting glance that chills to the bone, or the 
insistent syncopation of a woman’s rounded hip, swaying in counterpoint to her delicate 
steps: these small details tell a story. Offering more subtext than text, sensory details like 
these allow us to share in the gaze of Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867) in his celebrated 
Les Fleurs du Mal (1857). Like those of Balzac, Baudelaire’s literary creations draw their 
energy from a thick cloud of minutiae. The creative purpose behind this specificity, 
however, marks the difference between these authors. For Balzac, detail was the key to 
Realism, his response to what he saw as the excesses of Romanticism. Baudelaire’s style, 
however, was designed to transform the real. Not quite a Parnassian, this father of the 
Symbolist movement nevertheless drew on highly codified poetic forms. Because they 
seem to follow the rules of classic alexandrine verse, his poems are all the more striking 
in their transgressions. Be it infractions of form or an unexpected shift in perspective, 
these moments in his poetry suggest a text divided against itself.  
Nowhere is this division more apparent than in Baudelaire’s treatment of the 
woman. She is caught between the objectifying male gaze of the poet-narrator and her 
seemingly privileged position as a key symbol in many of the poems.51 The Baudelairean 
woman cannot be reduced to a single entity. She is instead the point of intersection 
                                                 
51 The “poet-narrator” here refers to the amalgamation of the poem’s speaker and the 
textual conceit of that speaker as the (usually implicitly male) author of the work. It does 
not refer to Baudelaire.  
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between the artist’s desire to create and the means by which he does so. By examining 
the role of women – and the feminine more generally – we find that Baudelaire 
(knowingly or not) infused these poems with the mark of two influential voices: that of 
the masculine poet-as-artist and the feminine woman-as-oeuvre. Neither can fully escape 
the other, and neither can carry their texts alone. This joint responsibility in turn 
challenges the assumed objectification of the feminine and emphasizes her central 
importance to the artist’s generation of textual meaning. In this chapter, poems that have 
been read in previous criticism as denigrating the feminine are found to offer surprising 
examples of resistance to objectification. By redefining the woman’s role in these texts, 
the overall meaning of the poems also shifts.  
 
“La Chevelure”: The Exotic Muse is Omnipresent52 
In “La Chevelure,” one of the most studied poems in Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du 
Mal, the poet-narrator savors the scent of his lover’s hair as a gateway to poetic 
expression. He claims to find in the “forêt aromatique” of her locks “tout un monde 
lointain, absent, presque défunt.” Reduced to her hair from the very first words of the 
poem, the poet’s lover then quickly fades from view, subsumed into abstract images of 
“la langoureuse Asie et la brûlante Afrique.” Her body stands in as a foundation for the 
poet-narrator’s proprietary image of the feminine: that of the exotic muse. Woman 
                                                 
52 See page 200 of the appendix for the full text of the poem. In the cited edition, the 
poem can be found on pp. 75-76. 
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becomes the symbolic equivalent of a far-off, exotic landscape.53 As sites of the 
mysterious, the unfamiliar, and the sensual, both the foreign land and the woman attract 
the poet-narrator. These destinations are ripe for poetic exploration. The text of the poem, 
however, focuses almost entirely on the poet-narrator’s experiences, rather than the 
supposed destination: he paints himself into this imagined landscape, stating “J’irai là-
bas.”  
As in several other poems in this collection, ranging from “L’Invitation au 
Voyage” to “Le Beau Navire,” Baudelaire places voyage at the center of the fantasy in 
“La Chevelure.” Moreover, he specifically designates an objectified part of the lover’s 
own body as the gateway to voyage: the titular “chevelure.” The argument has been made 
that by offering this fragmented view of the lover’s body through references to her curly, 
perfumed hair and then spinning off into the poetic abstract, she is reduced to a mere 
springboard, a simple tool to provide momentary focus for the writer’s artistic notions 
(Ahearn 217). She then becomes as unimportant and exchangeable as the blank paper 
upon which the text was first penned. This objectification of the lover’s body and the 
perceived void of her existence certainly reflect post-colonial readings of this text in 
which the French Empire’s ambition effectively denied the experiences of those people 
and lands it absorbed, reducing them to the perfume and gemstones that could be 
                                                 
53 For a discussion of the dual poetic conceits of the New World as a woman and of 
woman as a rich and mysterious landscape, see Chapter 7 of Patricia Parker’s Literary 
Fat Ladies: Rhetoric, Gender, Property (1987). 
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extracted from their shores.54 This reading is especially tempting given the degree to 
which all clear signs of the lover’s humanity – and particularly her femininity – dissolve 
into the general backdrop of the natural – or even wild – world of the poem’s fantastical 
landscape and are associated with the very commodities which colonial France would 
have prized in “brûlante Afrique.”55 The dehumanization of the woman becomes 
especially clear in the specific terms used to describe her. The word “chevelure,” with its 
connotations of culture and social order, is used only once in the poem. Baudelaire 
instead opts for terms more reminiscent of animals such as “toison,” “moutannant,” 
“encolure,” and “crinière.” The text thereby transforms the woman into the literal beast of 
burden upon which the poet constructs his text.56  
These poetic choices, among others, have often contributed to readings of “La 
Chevelure” as misogynist. This poem unquestioningly demonstrates objectification of the 
feminine. A close reading of the text, however, suggests a different interpretation is 
possible: one in which the feminine pushes back against marginalization despite the use 
of reductive stereotypes. Baudelaire is not the first to employ the conceit of woman as the 
unknown or the destination of a great adventure. Not content to dress the feminine in only 
terrestrial terms, he also pays homage to that other great trope of the feminine: woman as 
                                                 
54 For one such reading of the poem, see Edward Ahearn’s article “Black Woman, White 
Poet: Exile and Exploitation in Baudelaire’s Jeanne Duval Poems.” 
55 The oft-cited Baudelaire quote, “La femme est naturelle, c’est-à-dire abominable” adds 
even more credence to readings of this poem as misogynist (Baudelaire, Journaux intimes 
48). 
56 Baudelaire’s use of these terms in relation to an obviously desired and desirable lover 
is all the more notable given that critics have invoked his “disgust with female animality” 
as one of the motivating factors in his creation of “la femme stérile” (Bernheimer 74). 
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the sea. The poet-narrator speaks of sailing on her perfume as other minds “voguent sur la 
musique.” This textual shift recasts the feminine, but it also opens up the poem as a 
whole to a more inclusive reading. Amid other references linking the female lover to the 
sea, the poet-narrator calls her a “port retentissant,’ a qualifier that reinforces her 
symbolic identity as the artist’s destination, his “monde lointain.” Crucially though, the 
“port” is also the point at which sea and land merge. Woman is no longer simply the 
destination of this poetic voyage; she is also the gateway to and the means of travel. By 
positioning the woman as the gateway to voyage (via her hair), the means of transit (her 
body as the sea), and the destination of that imaginary voyage (the fantastical landscape), 
the poem also identifies her as central to every stage of the poet-narrator’s narrative. 
Marginalization therefore becomes impossible, even as objectification remains. 
Moreover, the symbol of the port is defined as “retentissant,” a quality that implicitly 
extends to the woman’s desirability. If the poet-narrator pushed the beginning of this 
journey with a decisive “Je la veux,” then the feminine is now pulling him in with her 
“far-reaching” appeal. This is the first of many textual hints throughout the poem that 
femininity does not necessarily signal passivity. 
As has been suggested, because the poet-narrator is sailing upon the sea and 
colonizing foreign lands, both symbols of the feminine, he exerts physical dominion over 
the lover’s body and claims her as his property (Parker, Literary Fat Ladies, 147). 
Another reading casts the sea – and by extension the woman – as a symbol of artistic 
inspiration or talent; the ship then stands in for the artist who seeks to master his craft. In 
both readings however, the lover remains as much the means of travel as the destination. 
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If woman is the sea, then the ship – whether a symbol of the poet himself or his artistic 
efforts – depends upon her movements. She is the only one who can produce “la houle 
qui m’enlève.” Without her involvement, the poet-narrator cannot advance, either within 
the metaphor of the text or within the dynamic between the artist and the subject of his 
work. This suggests a complex relationship in which both the author and the object of his 
gaze – the woman – share some level of textual dependence on one another. Conferring 
this status upon the lover affirms that the feminine aspects of the poem are not simply 
objectified tools. The feminine appears as a coinciding influence that interweaves with 
that of the masculine poet-narrator. This dynamic stands at odds with the more typical 
narrative structure as described by Laura Mulvey in Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema (1975). Based on her theory, we would expect descriptive, female-coded images 
in the poem to produce a static effect that is overcome through the intervention of the 
male-coded action that advances the narrative (11-12). In this poem, however, male and 
female elements do not fit neatly into this trope. 
Key in demonstrating the existence of feminine influence in this poem is a re-
analysis of the very elements that seem to most objectify and erase the lover from the 
text. In the very first stanza, the poet-narrator speaks of his desire to “peupler ce soir 
l’alcôve obscure/ Des souvenirs dormant dans cette chevelure.” The poet-narrator’s 
ability to pluck these “souvenirs” from her hair in order to fill the “alcôve obscure” of his 
own thoughts implies his dominance within the poem. Yet it must not be forgotten that 
the female lover has some claim to these memories as well; they were nestled within her 
hair, or put another way, these memories – perhaps mementos of a common past with the 
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poet-narrator – are intimate possessions of the feminine. He even explicitly recognizes 
her claim to them, stating in the third stanza “Tu contiens, mer d’ébène, un éblouissant 
rêve.” Furthermore, although the poet-narrator expresses his desire to shake these 
memories loose, we are not directly privy to the gesture, “agiter comme un mouchoir,” 
that frees them from her hair. Much as the sea ultimately carries the ships that sail upon 
it, these memories carry the text of this poem. In turn, the memories are propelled, at least 
in part, by a movement linked to the woman’s body. The poet-narrator’s initiation of that 
movement would have no focus without the presence of her “chevelure.” 
The text’s dependence upon access to the woman’s body through her hair 
suggests an undercurrent of subtle inclusion that positions the feminine actively 
throughout the poem. The apparent disappearance of the lover into the poetic backdrop of 
the text seems to belie such a reading. As visual cues of her physical body disappear, 
however, other kinds of sensory details take on more feminine attributes, and thereby 
signal her presence even as she is subsumed by the text. Indeed, if the poet-narrator 
cannot necessarily see her body, it may well be because he is surrounded by her spectral 
presence at every turn. Whether discussing the landscape in general or specific terms, 
Baudelaire continually infuses these details with femininely-marked adjectives. Asia is 
“langoureuse” like his lover’s sleeping form; the “forêt” – a feminine noun that was 
likely chosen instead of the more common masculine “bois” due to its connotations of 
mystery and wildness – is “aromatique” like her perfumed hair. The poet-narrator seeks a 
return to “féconde paresse,” a state he associates with “Infinis bercements du loisir 
embaumé,” thus clearly recalling the experience of the womb. Even in stanza 6, which 
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paints one of the poem’s most abstract images, olfactory and visual cues constantly 
invoke the spectral presence of the feminine body through references to her hair. The 
woman’s “cheveux bleus” have somehow taken on the color and shape of the sky (“Vous 
me rendez l’azur du ciel immense et rond”) and become a “pavillon de ténèbres tendues” 
or a kind of maritime flag hoisted on the mast of the ship.57 The image of the lover’s hair 
as a flag fluttering high above the narrator’s head reprises the waving “mouchoir” from 
the first stanza. Once again, this movement unleashes a bevy of sensory details – here 
expressed as “senteurs confondues/ De l’huile de coco, du musc et du goudron” – that 
propel the text forward into its final stanza.  
Following the outline of the poem, the woman has transitioned from synecdoche 
(“la chevelure”), to landscape (“Asie” and “Afrique”), to seascape (the “port 
retentissant”), to open ocean (the “mer d’ébène”), to a fusion of sea and sky (“pavillon de 
ténèbres tendues”). By positioning both the sea and the sky as representations of the 
woman, Baudelaire effectively erases the horizon line separating the two; the narrator is 
enclosed by and contained within the feminine. Moreover, the metaphor of the woman’s 
hair as flag marks the ship (and thus the poet-narrator whom it symbolizes) as both 
originating from and possessed by the woman. The personal experience and perspective 
                                                 
57 A note in the current edition suggests an alternate sense of “pavillon” as a kind of tent 
(274). In this reading, the arching shape of the tent’s ceiling merges with the arc of the 
blue sky. The result is the same: a fusion of the female-coded sea from the previous 
stanzas and the female-coded sky of this one into a continuous sphere that encloses the 
poet-narrator. 
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of the narrator’s “je” inhabits the poem’s foreground, but the text’s supporting features – 
setting, metaphor, and even structural elements –inherently lie in the feminine domain. 
The juxtaposition of these gendered presences calls into question the presumed 
dominance of the male voice often cited in post-colonial and feminist readings of this 
poem. A dominant voice may be understood to possess both textual prominence and the 
ability to overshadow or envelop other voices. The voice deemed “subject” marginalizes 
the other “object” voices, pushing them to the edges of the text. Put another way, the 
dominant voice seems to swallow up or absorb its counterparts, incorporating them as 
features of the whole. However, Baudelaire refuses to allow either “voice” to claim sole 
prominence in the poem. The poet-narrator and the feminine continually shift between 
the center and the margins of the text. These oscillations appear on a structural level. 
Each quintet of the poem follows the traditional ABAAB rhyme scheme usually 
associated with this form. Baudelaire’s use of this format is not surprising given his 
tendency to employ – and subvert – well-established forms. He also adheres to the usual 
convention of alternating feminine and masculine rhymes. This choice echoes the poem’s 
oscillation between these two interconnected perspectives – that of the masculine 
“objectifying” narrator and that of the “objectified” feminine. This back and forth 
between these two elements means that neither one entirely contains or is contained by 
the other, and thus neither one has clear dominance within the text.  
Other instances of position switching between these two voices, such as from 
container to contained and back again, further reiterate Baudelaire’s preservation of the 
feminine in a text that has often been taken as reductive of the woman. Each step in the 
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poem’s narrative construction highlights the woman’s position as setting for and crucial 
element of the poet-narrator’s movement. Stating in the second stanza that his “[esprit]… 
nage sur ton parfum,” the poet-narrator conjures up an image of naval mastery – his mind 
is a ship that can lay claim to the poetic treasures inspired by his lover’s body. But even 
this seemingly masculine image relies heavily on those “souvenirs” and the “éblouissant 
rêve” contained within the feminine sea. There can be no ship without the collection of 
“voiles, de rameurs, de flames et de mâts” of that dream.58 There can be no forward 
momentum without the oscillating movements of her “fortes tresses,” swelling like “la 
houle” to carry the poet-narrator into his fantasy. This sailing ship seems no more capable 
of capturing the winds than the poet-narrator is of resisting the “senteurs confondues” of 
his lover’s hair wafting in the passing breeze. 
Examining the intricacies of these symbols – of ship and sea – reveals constant 
signs of the complex interactions between the poet-narrator and his feminine muse. Like 
the rhyme scheme, the structure of the lines themselves often bears the mark of contested 
control. Most lines follow the traditional 6/6 structure of alexandrine verse with the 
caesura evenly dividing both the syllables and the syntactic content of the line. Such a 
format often signals the (usually male) artist’s refined control over all elements of his 
text. However, when paired with the thematic content of the poem, the rhythm of the 6/6 
line becomes more than a sign of artistic prowess. The softly undulating breath of these 
lines evokes the music of the waves carrying the poet-narrator’s ship. Given the poem’s 
                                                 
58 Tu contiens, mer d’ébène, un éblouissant rêve / De voiles, de rameurs, de flammes et 
de mâts  
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constant metaphoric and symbolic connection between the sea and the female lover, the 
6/6 rhythm also becomes marked by the feminine.59 Thus the 6/6 rhythm, the engine of 
the poem, can no longer be considered wholly affiliated with the masculine subject – the 
poet-narrator. This textual affirmation of the feminine as the source of the poem’s 
momentum then encourages a deeper consideration of the relative activity or passivity – 
indeed the relative power – of the text’s juxtaposed masculine and feminine aspects. The 
masculine poet-narrator is the presumed dominant voice of the poem, but it is the 
feminine that pushes the text forward. Linking the feminine with textual activation 
further solidifies her presence as a significant player in the poem’s structure, rather than a 
convenient object to be manipulated by the masculine poet-narrator. 
Those lines that don’t follow the typical 6/6 caesura placement offer another key 
to this dynamic. The other rhythms found in this poem predominantly follow a 3/9 or 4/8 
division. There is also one example each of a 9/3 and 8/4 line. Unlike the smooth 
oscillation of the 6/6 lines, the 3/9 rhythm transforms these lines into a kind of 
exaggerated trochee. At the beginning of lines 1 and 2, the narrator calls out “O toison” 
and “O boucles”. Although a trochee can usually be understood as a line beginning with 
one stressed syllable followed by one unstressed syllable, the caesura’s off-center 
placement means that the shape of the line itself magnifies the trochee’s effect. This 
stress pattern cuts against the usual cadence of French speech, thus doubly emphasizing 
                                                 
59 Leo Bersani associates this movement with cradling, thereby bridging the gap between 
the dream of an unremembered childhood intimacy and the sexual intimacy here situated 
in the present and the future (42). 
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the lines’ content and the constructed nature of poetry, which signals the poet’s artistic 
ability. Using this “O” further emphasizes the role of the speaker, thus foregrounding the 
poet-narrator as the subject of his text. The 3/9 lines, primarily those in which Baudelaire 
employs the “O,” showcase the clearest examples of the poet-narrator’s voice as he 
explicitly names the feminine, or at least her synecdoche. Almost in the style of an ode, 
this structure draws attention to the poet’s skill while implicitly casting the woman as an 
ideal object of the gaze.  
Nevertheless, these stylistic choices of rhythm and content recall an even older 
poetic practice than the ode: the Classical poets’ invocation of the Muses at the beginning 
of their works. That tradition names the (female) Muses as the inspiration for and, 
critically, the ultimate source of the poet’s art. This structural reference suggests the poet-
narrator feels a certain reliance upon his lover for access to his art that extends beyond 
the simple conceit of using her body as the springboard for his imagination. The “O” 
launches the text by preparing the way for the emergent voice of the poet. Moreover, its 
rounded shape and association with descriptors of the lover’s hair mean it can be read as 
an allusion to the woman’s genitals (Parker, Literary Fat Ladies, 30). This initial 
exclamation thereby makes manifest the requisite symbolic opening of the woman’s body 
without which the poet-narrator cannot proceed. Consequently, this same poetic element 
may stand as either a proclamation of male poetic intention or as an assertion of feminine 
presence. This ambiguity of textual dominion within the poem is even encoded on a 
syllabic level: the sound [o] repeats the [o] of both the implicitly present “auteur” and the 
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explicitly named “autre.” Whether by design or accident, Baudelaire has given us a text 
in which the feminine resists objectification. 
However, just as the dominant 6/6 rhythm implies the strategic balance of both 
masculine artistic control and feminine power, the 3/9 lines also present diverging 
accounts of the masculine-feminine dynamic at work in the text. In these lines, the muse 
does not speak through him; instead he speaks to and of her. The poet-narrator invokes 
his lover’s body in most of the lines in which this rhythm appears (1, 2, 3, and 26), and he 
makes specific reference to her enticing hair. But rather than linger on a particular image, 
his choice of the 3/9 rhythm sharply cuts off the description. In the first line, for example, 
the sudden interruption of the caesura (marked by the comma) into the phrase “O toison, 
moutonnant…” forcefully separates two thematically linked signifiers for her hair. Like a 
pair of sheep shears, the caesura divides the sheep from its fleece and indicates the poet-
narrator’s textual control. Additionally, the highly unusual use of the gerund as an 
adjective inherently evokes its more usual function as a verb, and thereby serves to 
reinitiate the movement of the line through word rather than image. The poet-narrator 
thus advances the poem via a structure that highlights his presence as the artist’s voice. 
The 3/9 rhythm of these lines then once again offers up a double sign, suggesting the 
narrator’s simultaneous reliance upon and artistic dominion over the feminine in this text. 
The final stanza of the poem solidifies the lasting impression of the text as one of 
interaction and interdependence between the poet-narrator and the feminine he seeks to 
possess. This stanza reiterates the theme of masculine penetration of the feminine that has 
been almost a leitmotiv of this highly eroticized text. His hand slides deep into her 
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“crinière lourde” to “seed” her locks with “le rubis, la perle et le saphir/ Afin qu’à mon 
désir tu ne sois jamais sourde!” Other prominent instances of penetration and phallic 
imagery occur in the third stanza and fifth stanzas. In the former, Man is compared to a 
tree (both are “pleins de sève”); in the latter, the poet-narrator describes literally 
“plunging” his head into “ce noir ocean où l’autre est enfermé.”  
Yet each of these allusions to male virility and sexual dominance are held in 
balance by the poet-narrator’s self-professed goals. In the last stanza, the promise of 
jewels to purchase her attention – which in this reading corresponds to her assistance in 
his efforts to craft the text – neatly establishes their relationship as one of exchange rather 
than unilateral exploitation.60 He seeks to penetrate the representations of her eroticized 
body (the “monde lointain,” the “noir océan,” and her “crinière lourde”). Yet, he also 
wishes to take her into himself: to drink in “A grands flots le parfum, le son et la 
couleur,” and, in a sense, therefore be penetrated by the feminine. Indeed, the very act of 
writing is here presented as an opening up of the self to embrace that which is beyond 
one’s boundaries, the ship’s masts “ouvrent leurs vastes bras pour embrasser la gloire.”61 
In a symbolic reversal of ejaculation, the poet-narrator draws up the “sève,” or lifeblood, 
of the text from the very terrain that symbolizes the lover. By the same note, he becomes 
drunk on “des senteurs confondues/ De l’huile de coco, du musc et du goudron” of her 
hair. But, this desire to consume the feminine other reaches its zenith in the last two lines 
                                                 
60 “Longtemps ! toujours ! ma main dans ta crinière lourde/ Sèmera le rubis, la perle et le 
saphir, / Afin qu’à mon désir tu ne sois jamais sourde !” (lines 31-33). 
61 A note in the present edition defines “la gloire” as a “terme technique de peinture” to 
designate a “représentation mystique du ciel ouvert” (274). 
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of the poem as he imbibes the memories that launched his text: “N’es-tu pas l’oasis où je 
rêve, et la gourde/ Où je hume à longs traits le vin du souvenir?” In these lines, he 
replaces the lover’s hair as the locus of memory, yet he himself remains within the 
landscape of her body. Again and again, the poem establishes and then reverses the 
positions of the male-coded poet-narrator and the feminine elements of the text, moving 
them from container to contained and back again until neither can be separated from the 
other.62 There is no space between them. Ultimately, the “l’autre” who is enclosed by “ce 
noir ocean” becomes a representation of both players. This text demonstrates that for 
Baudelaire, the distance from the feminine “autre” to the masculine “auteur” can be as 
fine as a hair’s breadth or as close as a memory. 
 
“La Beauté” : The Subjective Femme Stérile is Captivating63 
The above analysis of “La Chevelure” primarily traces feminine resistance to 
marginalization as subtle and rooted in asserting the value of the “femme naturelle” via 
an understated omnipresence of sensuality. This reading stands in sharp contrast to many 
critiques of the feminine in Baudelaire which frequently reference his distaste for the 
“femme naturelle” and instead paint his ideal woman as hard, distant, unyielding, and 
cold: the classic “femme stérile.”64 In poems featuring this dominant – and perhaps even 
                                                 
62 Lines 16-17 offer another example of the poet-narrator physically taking in the material 
representation of his inspiration: “Un port retentissant où mon âme peut boire/ A grands 
flots le parfum, le son et la couleur”. 
63 See page 201 of the appendix for the full text of this poem. It can be found on pp. 71-
72 of the cited edition. 
64 Walter Benjamin links the Baudelairean femme stérile to the figure of the lesbian and 
defines her as the heroine of modernity (119). While I do not take up the aspect of 
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domineering – portrait of the feminine, such as the sonnet “La Beauté” (71), one might 
imagine a power dynamic built upon open hostility and direct confrontation between the 
figure of the poet and his textual lady. Yet in these texts, Baudelaire plays with power 
and influence in unexpected ways. Once again, a seemingly objectifying poem instead 
highlights different forms of resistance to commonplace tropes of femininity. In “La 
Beauté,” Baudelaire’s poem is presented by a female speaker – the inverse in many 
respects of “La Chevelure.” This female narrator paints her own portrait while also 
describing her interactions with the poets she inspires – here featured as secondary 
characters over whom she exerts influence. The interplay of several textual elements 
ranging from the gaze to subtle wordplay grants her a status closer to that of subject while 
pushing the poets she influences into a more passive position. 
Even more so than in “La Chevelure,” Baudelaire prominently foregrounds the 
first-person narrator of “La Beauté.” Eight occurrences of the word “je” and four of the 
possessive adjective “my” firmly place the text in the speaker’s perspective.65 However, 
the masculine “je” in “La Chevelure” is flipped on its head in “La Beauté.” The first-
person speaker of this poem is defiantly feminine, drawing a sharp contrast between 
herself and the presumably male “poètes” she addresses.66 The “signs of the feminine” 
                                                 
homosexuality in this analysis, I do seek to uphold the femme stérile as an example of 
Baudelaire’s efforts to push back against bourgeois convention. 
65 “Mon” is used once; “mes” appears three times. 
66 Baudelaire also gives direct voice to the woman in “Les Métamorphoses du vampire” 
and “Confession” (92, 198). In both of those poems, however, the feminine “je” is related 
by the male poet-narrator in the form of a quote. She does not speak directly to the 
reader. 
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found in the previous poem are here amplified into a strong, commanding voice. The first 
stanza declares : 
Je suis belle, ô mortels ! comme un rêve de pierre, 
Et mon sein, où chacun s’est meurtri tour à tour, 
Est fait pour inspirer au poète un amour 
Éternel et muet ainsi que la matière. 
 
Beauty’s powerful description of herself continues throughout the poem, establishing her 
portrait of herself as the dominant theme of the text. This prominence signals that the 
usual dynamic between the writer and the object of his inspiration will not hold sway 
here. Rather than remaining a passive surface onto which the poet might project his 
artistic vision, Beauty defines herself and her text.  
Beyond the mere focus on her own portrait, the first syllables of each line in this 
first stanza spell out her control in more explicit terms. When read vertically, the initial 
syllables of lines 1-4 (“Je”, “Et”, “Est”, and “É”) merge into the declarative form j’ai. 
What she “has” (read: possesses) is the “matière” of the poem. Although “j’ai” doesn’t 
appear explicitly until the third and fourth stanzas, the second stanza continues to 
emphasize Beauty’s presence as an assertive “je,” as this pronoun begins three of this 
stanza’s four lines. The second stanza also offers another auditory echo of the “j’ai” as 
“Je hais” and the more distant “jamais.”67 The constant reiteration of these sounds and 
words mark Beauty’s implicit possession of her textual domain. Indeed, her discourse 
                                                 
67 “Jamais” – the pronunciation of which is very close to “j’aimais” – appears twice in 
line 8: “Et jamais je ne pleure et jamais je ne ris.” The “Je hais” of the previous line 
reinforces both the denial of emotion on the part of Beauty and the poem’s emphasis on 
her preferences and perspectives. 
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shapes the poem, much as it progressively ensnares the aforementioned “poètes” as the 
text unfolds. 
This shift from a dominant, masculine speaker to an even more dominant 
feminine one is closely linked to Baudelaire’s use of the gaze within the text. In some 
ways, the acts of looking and being looked at in this poem follow the usual formula: the 
presumably male poet gazes upon Beauty – represented by a female body – and the text 
becomes a conduit for the reader’s gaze. Crucially, though, here Beauty sees herself as 
well, and she is able to define textually her own eyes as subjective mirrors capable of 
capturing the gaze of the male poets. In the last stanza, Baudelaire writes :  
Car j’ai, pour fasciner ces dociles amants,  
De purs miroirs qui font toutes choses plus belles ; 
Mes yeux, mes larges yeux aux clartés éternelles !  
By casting her as the first-person narrator, Baudelaire privileges Beauty’s vision of 
herself over that of the poets mentioned in the text. In a broad sense, the reader may see 
what these textual poets see, namely a beautiful woman, but the poets do not control how 
she is portrayed to the reader. Baudelaire’s choice to cast Beauty as the narrator of the 
poem means that these fictional men have no power to mediate or limit the images she 
projects. Beauty declares herself “belle.” She defines her breast and her eyes in her own 
terms – ones that the poets may or may not have used – and thereby, like Balzac’s Esther, 
lays claim to her own version of herself outside of the mediating vision of male desire. 
Baudelaire, in a sense, allows the woman to address the reader directly. 
Poetry frequently appropriates eyes for their symbolic potential, effectively 
reducing woman to a piece-meal collection of evocative flesh. Blasons especially center 
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on cataloguing specific features of the female form to poetic effect. These catalogues of 
body parts are recounted almost exclusively from a male perspective, and in those 
instances where a feminine narrator appears, this choice is meant to be ironic rather than 
empowering.68 In this sense, the “itemizing impulse of the blason” generally constitutes a 
means for the male poet to take possession of the woman “by the very act of naming or 
accounting” (Parker, Literary Fat Ladies, 131). By extension, the woman becomes a kind 
of property to be displayed, contained, and possessed by the rhetoric of the poem (Parker, 
Literary Fat Ladies, 131). Here though, these physical features are claimed not by a male 
poet, but by the woman herself. Rather than dividing her body into a collection of parts, 
the act of speaking the poem then becomes an act of reconstituting herself as a complete 
entity. Using the possessive adjective “my” to frame these body parts further emphasizes 
Beauty’s self-possession. Together, these factors reinforce Beauty’s status within the text 
and Baudelaire’s positioning of her as a force of feminine power. 
This overshadowing of the male voice prepares for the woman’s equally dominant 
position in her interactions with the textual poets. She has caught their eye, but not by 
chance. While almost anything might inspire a writer’s artistic sensibilities, she is 
specially crafted to draw in these wordsmiths. Her breast “est fait pour inspirer au poète 
un amour muet,” suggesting intentionality in her allure (emphasis added). This 
expression “est fait pour inspirer” might imply that woman is ultimately designed for 
male consumption. The poem as a whole, however, refutes feminine passivity. As a 
                                                 
68 These poems also occasionally feature a feminine speaker, but the poet tends to employ 
this voice ironically, such as the virelai 554 by Eustache Deschamps (8-10). 
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textual object, beauty should be easily read by the poet; by definition, his particular skill 
is to lay bare to others in text the secrets he alone is able to unravel. Yet, the second and 
third stanzas directly counter this assumption. 
Je trône dans l’azur comme un sphinx incompris ; 
J’unis un cœur de neige à la blancheur des cygnes ; 
Je hais le mouvement qui déplace les lignes, 
Et jamais je ne pleure et jamais je ne ris. 
 
Les poètes, devant mes grandes attitudes, 
Que j’ai l’air d’emprunter aux plus fiers monuments, 
Consumeront leurs jours en d’austères études ; 
 
Like a “sphinx incompris,” this allegorical Beauty holds riddles for which the textual 
poets have no solution. Furthermore, the “austères études” in which these poets 
“consumeront leurs jours” – presumably due to her influence – suggest isolation of the 
artist rather than his free interactions with others. Her beauty, then, is not a commodity to 
fuel commerce between male artists and the consumers of their art; it is a seductive lure 
set to ensnare those who objectify the feminine. Her stony stillness, “comme un rêve de 
pierre,” and her beauty provide inviting surroundings for the carrot – her breast. But 
voyeuristic poets who come too close will get the stick: they will “se meurtrir,” bruising 
themselves by making contact when Beauty’s seemingly yielding flesh proves to be more 
“stone” than “dream.” In this way, the passive construction “mon sein… / Est fait pour 
inspirer” suggests that her stillness does not mark her as docile, but as cunning and well-
armed, given that she turns the poets’ own dominating impulses against them.  
Beauty’s posturing in this poem thus neatly encompasses the ambiguity of power 
structures within Baudelaire’s text. Her “attitude,” marked by the stillness of “les plus 
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fiers monuments,” draws less on the usual association of statues as passive objects than 
on that of monuments as durable repositories of cultural and historical memory. This 
stone carries its own meaning that cannot be completely erased or captured by the 
imaginings of others. The coexistence of Beauty’s seeming passivity and Baudelaire’s 
staging of her as dominant hints at some fundamental aspects of feminine power in Les 
Fleurs du Mal – namely that the resistance to objectification plays out in diverse ways, 
and that tactics based in hard and soft power are not as easily distinguished as it might 
seem.  
Direct force and other demonstrations of hard power against these textual poets 
are absent, yet the poem still affirms Beauty’s ability to impose her will upon them. She 
states: “Je hais le mouvement qui déplace les lignes,” possibly referring to the flowing 
nature of poetic language. Then, in the same stanza that announces for the third time both 
her stony exterior and her enduring nature – as a monument – the text puts forth the 
previously discussed image of the poets as “consuming” their lives in “austères études.” 
Beauty does not consume directly these poets’ days; they willingly dedicate themselves 
to studying her. Yet, the only enjambment in the entire poem, and thus the only instance 
of the hated “mouvement qui déplace les lignes” comes precisely at the moment when 
Beauty’s influence on the poets is defined; she has inspired “au poète un amour/ Eternel 
et muet ainsi que la matière.” The enjambment pulls the mention of the poet forward into 
the next line and directly links his love for her to the same adjectives – “éternel et muet” 
– that define the stony “matière” of her breasts and other “fiers monuments.” This line 
effectively announces the trick Baudelaire achieves in the third stanza. These textual 
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poets have been completely subsumed by the image of Beauty they were trying to capture 
in their art. They are now so engaged in the act of looking that there is no mention of 
poetic production. Through their self-imposed “austerity,” these poets have sacrificed not 
only the time spent on their “etudes.” but their own artistic fecundity. By inspiring these 
poets, Beauty seems to have also rendered them “muet[s].” 
Beauty’s influence over these artists and the ultimate silencing of the textual poets 
depend upon subverting the mechanics of the male gaze, first by inviting it and then by 
deflecting it back upon its source: her beauty first “inspires” their love, and then her 
mirrored eyes “enthrall” them. These tactics of seduction and denial, grounded in soft 
power, allow Baudelaire to craft a female character who can resist appropriation.69 
Although her “coeur de neige” and emotionless features may offer a somewhat menacing 
portrait, these traits of the “femme stérile” are nevertheless not threatening enough to 
deter Beauty’s textual admirers who, like Baudelaire, demonstrate a certain “masochistic 
attraction” to this antithesis of the “femme naturelle” (Bernheimer 74). Yet even these 
implicit threats are underpinned by strategies of seduction, and therefore derive from soft 
power. The verb “trôner” signals both Beauty’s metaphorical and physical domination of 
the poem’s visual space. Although the primary sense of this verb is “to reign,” indicating 
her direct control of the text, the verb’s secondary meanings “to occupy a place of honor” 
and “to be highly visible” reinforce Beauty’s position at the center of the poets’ visual 
                                                 
69 Joseph Nye, Jr. defines “soft power” as “the ability to get what you want through 
attraction rather than coercion or payments” (X). Seduction or persuasion then shape the 
perceptions of others or otherwise enlist their power in achieving one’s goals. 
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field. Baudelaire further highlights her pose by isolating her “dans l’azur.” By staging her 
in this way, Baudelaire renders her doubly inviting to the male gaze. Stereotypical 
markers of conventional attractiveness, such as her creamy skin “à la blancheur des 
cygnes,” further solidify her appeal and stand as useful tools of soft power. After all, 
“attraction often leads to acquiescence,” and the textual poets’ acceptance of Beauty’s 
will is key to her ability to influence their behavior (Nye 6). Moreover, this alluring 
approach performs the essential function of easing the impact of her rebuffing surface on 
the poets. Because “hard power, when used without a patina of soft power, can degrade if 
it does not swiftly produce the desired result,” this textual overlay of seduction ensures 
that Beauty’s transformation of the poets into “dociles amants” will remain as “Éternel” 
as she is (Smith 23).  
The very features that make Beauty so appealing to the textual poets as a target 
for their objectifying gaze also make them more vulnerable to her influence. The more 
they commit to their “austères études,” the more they are drawn to her. The verb 
“fasciner” in the last stanza combines these two tactics, transforming subtle stance into 
covert action.  
Car j’ai pour fasciner ces dociles amants, 
De purs miroirs qui font toutes choses plus belles : 
Mes yeux, mes beaux yeux aux clartés éternelles ! 
 
Her eyes hypnotize the poets, trapping their gaze. These mirrors “qui font toutes choses 
plus belles” offer the further lure of poetic material, distorting reflected images into more 
appealing forms. As writers, these men strive to transmute the ordinary into the 
exceptional, hence their rapt attention. In her analysis of Balzac’s La Fille aux yeux d’or, 
 87 
 
Shoshana Felman comments that a woman’s reflective eyes serve as a mirror so that the 
man who desires her can “contemplate his own idealized self-image so as to admire 
himself” (24). When applied to this text, her argument suggests the inherent narcissism of 
these amorous poets and renders their sterility unsurprising: they cannot advance in their 
artistic production if they cannot capture some hint of that which lies beyond themselves. 
Indeed, Baudelaire casts Beauty as performing the creative feat of rendering “toutes 
choses plus belles” and ultimately producing the poem. Once again, she usurps the poets’ 
role as subject and relegates them to simple onlookers, the necessary audience to affirm 
her status as voice. 
Furthermore, by addressing the reader directly, she places herself as explicit 
gatekeeper to her interior secrets, those same secrets that a writer as subject should 
generally be able to extract from his textual object. However, because her eyes are not 
windows to her soul, but instead one-way mirrors, Baudelaire grants Beauty the power to 
permit or deflect the gaze. Readers who share in her first-person perspective can see both 
the image she projects and her underlying stance through the poem’s tone and subtle 
wordplays. The textual poets, though, have no penetrative access to what lies behind her 
“large eyes.” Much like the stony exterior of her breast that tempts and then violently 
rejects contact, the poets’ gaze is also repelled, deflected by the mirrored glass of 
Beauty’s eyes. As she both inspires the poetic impulse and translates it into text, she, in 
essence, writes herself. The textual poets are pushed to the fringes of the text; they have 
fallen silent, passive, and still, contaminated by the very qualities that typically mark the 
feminine as object. Baudelaire’s Beauty thus transmutes the woman as aesthetic object 
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into a new kind of poet – one who is at once both solid and abstract, both within and 
outside her own text. 
By presenting the feminine voice in this way, Baudelaire may be seen as 
committing a kind of transvestitism. Indeed, this text can also be read as an abstracted 
account of the pursuit of the tormented poet, endlessly flagellated by a beautiful ideal that 
he will never truly be able to attain. Yet, Baudelaire’s choice to foreground a feminine 
voice offers much more than a self-conscious commentary on the creative process. 
Through this text, Baudelaire openly redefines the established boundaries between 
subject and object that implicitly bind the poet and his “matière.” If woman can stand 
forth as both the topic of and the dominant voice in a poem that would typically see her 
objectified, then the text is surely inviting us to reflect more deeply on the implied gender 
roles of subject and object. By diverging from the usual formula of the blason, while still 
retaining many of its features, Baudelaire challenges the assumption that his poetry as 
monophonic, instead hinting at a complex entangling of influence and voice between 
masculine and feminine, active and passive, voyeur and image. 
 
“L’Homme et la mer”: The Discreet Mirror Reflects70 
“La Beauté” hinges upon the female muse’s ability to hold the male gaze while 
simultaneously reflecting its objectifying qualities back onto the male poet. “L’Homme et 
la mer,” however, provides another perspective on the relationship between the masculine 
                                                 
70 See page 201 of the appendix for the full text of this poem. In the cited edition, the 
poem appears on pp. 69-70. 
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looker and the target of his attention. This poem has been read as describing Man’s 
struggle against the void – here represented by the sea – and his simultaneous desire for 
the infinite freedom it offers (Evans 174). However, this poem can also be read inter-
textually. Like the other poems previously considered, this one explicitly refers to 
mirrors, eyes, and the sea. When “L’Homme et la mer” is examined alongside other 
poems in the collection with similar principal images, a common network of metaphor 
and symbolism emerges.  
In this light, the text becomes a meditation on the Artist – or perhaps men more 
generally – while he is engaged in the act of looking. The narrative voice has taken one 
step back from the “je” of the poet-narrator in “La Chevelure” and “La Beauté,” but 
functions instead as a third-person speaker who directly addresses the figures in the 
poem. Like the reader, this speaker takes a certain distance in assessing the interactions 
between Man and the sea – the object of his gaze. While this remove is far from neutral, 
it allows both the source of the male gaze – “l’homme libre” – and its target to be 
considered simultaneously. 
As has been previously established, Baudelaire frequently uses the sea as a stand-
in for the feminine.71 Although at first glance “L’Homme et la mer” does not appear to 
continue this metaphor, the interactions between “l’homme libre” and the sea overlap 
with those in “La Chevelure.” As in that poem, the masculine seeks pleasure through 
                                                 
71 The homonyms “la mer” and “la mère” may offer another potential reading of the 
feminine within this poem. My analysis, however, focuses more generally on femininity 
and masculinity as social constructions rather than in psychoanalytic terms. 
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physical and visual contact with the sea. In the first stanza, the verbs “contempler” and 
“chérir” convey that visual contact and its attendant pleasure. Baudelaire further 
elucidates this connection in the second stanza, writing: 
Tu te plais à plonger au sein de ton image ; 
Tu l’embrasses des yeux et des bras, et ton cœur 
Se distrait quelquefois de sa propre rumeur 
Au bruit de cette plainte indomptable et sauvage. 
 
This contact, just as in “La Chevelure,” is initiated by the man alternately penetrating 
(“plonger”) and embracing (“embrasser”) his counterpart. These verbs, “plonger” and 
“embrasser,” appear in both texts, and although the sea in this poem does not carry the 
same intoxicating perfume as the lover’s hair, it is nevertheless capable of contributing to 
Man’s pursuit of pleasure, as is clear from Baudelaire’s inclusion of the verbs “se plaire” 
and “se distraire.” Here the “plainte indomptable et sauvage” of the ocean attracts the 
man’s heart while the glittering “déroulement infini de sa lame” – as the sea is described 
in the first stanza – draws his contemplative eye. Whether their interaction is motivated 
by his impulse to “se distraire” and “se plaire” or a deeper desire to “contempler,” the 
resulting dynamic is the same as that in “La Chevelure”: that of the male subject and the 
implicitly female other upon whom he gazes. 
From the very beginning, “L’homme et la mer” offers numerous examples of this 
binary opposition. The text constantly situates its principal characters as a “mirrored 
pair,” a pair matched not only by their sameness, but also by their connected difference, 
much as a reflection is at once the synonym and the antonym of what it reflects: the 
division between them is porous, but present. As Baudelaire states in the first stanza :  
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Homme libre, toujours tu chériras la mer ! 
La mer est ton miroir ; tu contemples ton âme 
Dans le déroulement infini de sa lame, 
Et ton esprit n’est pas un gouffre moins amer. 
 
“L’homme libre” and the sea become alternately Man and the object of his affection, 
mind and soul, self and image. While they are not the same, the connection between these 
paired counterparts cannot be denied. In each case, the sea plays the role of the other, 
occupying a space both central to and separate from that of Man.72 
Establishing the sea as the other further cements a correspondence of imagery 
between this text and the rest of the collection. Several poems in Les Fleurs du Mal – 
including “La Chevelure” – present the other through images of water and reflective 
surfaces; they also frequently define the other as feminine.73 When read as part of this 
subgroup in Les Fleurs du Mal, this poem’s portrait of the sea takes on this connotation 
as well. “L’Homme et la mer” declares the sea a repository of “richesses intimes.” 
Whether its depths contain gold, watered silk, and other precious materials – as they do in 
“La Chevelure” – or are instead the home of more corporeal riches, Baudelaire’s 
metaphor still leads unfailingly to the feminine. In addition, this poem invokes the 
“plainte… sauvage” of the sea, further marking the natural world as unbridled, 
animalistic, and possibly dangerous, all implicit descriptors of the lover’s hair – and 
                                                 
72 This paired relationship between Man and his other necessarily recalls Lacan’s 
discussions of the “mirror stage” in Écrits (1970-1). However, I have chosen to focus 
primarily on the ways in which the object of the gaze resists rather than the ways in 
which the gaze constitutes the subject.  
73 Other examples of poems that use some or all of these tropes include: “Le Beau 
Navire,” “L’Invitation au Voyage,” “Obsession,” and “L’Héautontimorouménos.” 
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therefore the ocean and the feminine – in “La Chevelure.” Just as the orderly, socially-
coded “chevelure” sinks into images of the natural world in that text, the measured 
“rumeur” of Man’s heart here intermingles with the “bruit” of the ocean. Taken together, 
these semes inevitably call forth the pair the text does not explicitly name: Man and 
Woman. 
Beyond a simple binary relationship, the adversarial nature of Man’s relationship 
with the sea as described in this poem also recalls that found throughout the collection 
between masculine and feminine voices and positions: two opposed but interconnected 
forces. In the last stanza, Baudelaire writes : 
Et cependant voilà des siècles innombrables 
Que vous vous combattez sans pitié ni remord, 
Tellement vous aimez le carnage et la mort, 
O lutteurs éternels, ô frères implacables 
The martial register of the stanza seems to suggest a battle between brothers in arms – the 
free man struggling against nature, his masculinized “frère implacable.” Certainly, the 
second line of this stanza emphasizes a relationship fraught with long-standing opposition 
and violence. Fraternal conflict and unity between Man and the natural world – in 
essence, two aspects of the same intimate relationship – offer one possible reading of this 
poem. Such a familial interpretation would also account for the text’s emphasis on the 
ultimate sameness of these supposed enemies.  
This reading, however, does not account for Baudelaire’s penchant for portraying 
physical affection and violence in heavily gendered ways, as we see in this poem. 
Throughout Les Fleurs du Mal, the relationship between man and his feminine 
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counterpart is filled with gestures both affectionate and violent; inter-masculine contact is 
both rarer and less fraught with opposition between the poet-narrator and men in 
general.74 Besides the aforementioned use of the verbs “plonger” and “embrasser,” the 
text offers several other clues as to the nature of Man’s interactions with his aquatic 
mirror. From the first line of the poem, their relationship is framed as one of affection; 
the narrator states “toujours tu chériras la mer.” If the verb “chérir” denotes tenderness, it 
also connotes a degree of possessiveness – or perhaps even appropriation – of the other 
that recalls the poet-narrator in “La Chevelure.” The verb “embrasser” offers a similar 
dichotomy, particularly given the physicality of the gesture: Man holds his mirror image, 
enveloping it with “des yeux et des bras.” Marked by the temporally constant – and 
perhaps hyperbolic – “toujours,” his emotional connection to the sea seems all the more 
laden with romantic – not fraternal – affection. 
This seeming bond of love complicates the violence in the last stanza. Presumably 
lovers would not battle “sans pitié ni remord,” nor would they prefer “le carnage et la 
mort” to peaceful co-existence. Their violent opposition comes into perspective when the 
poem is taken as a whole. Stanza by stanza, the text simultaneously defines and 
undermines the distinction between these two players. Though the first and second 
stanzas outline the relationship between “l’homme libre” and the sea as an interaction 
                                                 
74 “Au Lecteur” does define a fraternal relationship between the poet and the reader, but 
rather than signaling their opposition to one another, the violence of that poem stands as a 
tie that binds them together. 
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between mirrored pairs, similar but other, the last two stanzas define them increasingly as 
one and the same. In the third stanza, Baudelaire writes : 
Vous êtes tous les deux ténébreux et discrets : 
Homme, nul n’a sondé le fond de tes abîmes ; 
O mer, nul ne connaît tes richesses intimes, 
Tant vous êtes jaloux de garder vos secrets ! 
 
Here the careful binary of the self and the other begins to break down, leaving instead 
two parts of a whole. The “tu” and “la mer” of the earlier stanzas collapse into the 
unifying “vous.” The insistently inclusive “tous les deux” further reinforces this shift in 
pronoun. Although the second and third lines of the stanza explicitly address Man and the 
sea in turn, the similar content and parallel syntax of these lines reaffirm the fusion of 
these two into one. Man’s “abîmes” mirror the rhyming “richesses intimes” of the sea: 
both are jealously guarded secrets, carefully shrouded in darkness and kept from the 
prying eyes that would “sonder” the depths of Man and sea alike.  
These lines cement more than the fusion of “l’homme libre” and the sea. They 
also explicitly introduce a new figure into the text: the “nul” who seeks – and fails to gain 
– access to the inner worlds of these matched opponents. This negative pronoun may 
conceal a host of potential players: the poem’s speaker, the reader seeking to understand 
the text, or perhaps even Baudelaire himself in pursuit of poetry’s secrets. Regardless of 
identity, the arrival of this voyeuristic third party pushes “l’homme libre” and the sea 
firmly into the same category: that of objects to be known. Those hidden within the 
negative specter of “nul” want to “sonder” and “connaître” both “l’homme libre” and the 
sea. These verbs resonate with the earlier cited “plonger” and “embrasser” in both their 
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direct meanings and their potential for sexual double entendre. What was once the 
probing gesture of Man toward his counterpart has now been appropriated by someone 
outside of their closed binary. Possible penetration – the implicit sign of masculine power 
– has been taken from this symbolic man by the “nul,” and with it, he has lost some of his 
claim to the status of narrative subject. “L’homme libre” and the “fond de [ses] abîmes” 
are now as much viable targets for inquisitive and objectifying rifling as the feminine sea 
and her “richesses intimes.” Man’s place has been usurped, and he has been subsequently 
displaced into the position of object alongside the woman embodied by the sea.75  
This exterior action triggers another mirroring between “l’homme libre” and the 
sea: both strive to deny access to their “secrets.” Their defensive strategy against this 
invasion consists of a subtle stance, not direct action; “ténébreux et discrets,” their 
seemingly passive resistance belies the violence they direct at one another in the final 
stanza. It is worth noting that both of these strategies – the stereotypically feminine 
deflection and the stereotypically masculine aggression – are linked to very different 
positions within structural power dynamics. Direct aggression implies equal or greater 
power on the part of the primary aggressor, as that party has the option to utilize hard 
power. Deflection, being subtler and more aligned with soft power, is associated more 
frequently with those who cannot or do not wish to risk direct opposition. Yet both 
strategies become the purview of Man and sea in these final stanzas.  
                                                 
75 It is interesting that this “nul” – a signifier of lack – triggers the displacement of 
l’homme libre and highlights the parallel between his “abîmes” and the “gouffre” of his 
“esprit” – both terms linked to femininity and the void. 
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The femininely-coded strategy of deflection is also deployed in the first stanza by 
the sea against “l’homme libre” in the form of the “déroulement infini de sa lame.” The 
unending succession of the sea’s “swells” can be read through the other meaning of 
“lame” as a blade. This term conjures the image of mirror-like waves reflecting back a 
thin, blade-like ray of light that dances on the surface of the water and foreshadows the 
arms taken up in the last stanza. But here, the shining “swell” marks instead a rebuttal of 
Man’s gaze and poetic access.76  Rather than seeing into the “richesses intimes” of the 
sea, his gaze is instead reflected back on him like a mirror. The “âme” he “contemplates” 
is then, in a sense, himself rather than the sea he seeks to understand. Although the poem 
directly defines Man’s feelings toward and interactions with the sea in these early 
stanzas, the text does not provide similar information about the sea. This cannot be 
reluctance on Baudelaire’s part to project anthropomorphized motivation or emotion onto 
the inanimate, as the last stanza does precisely this, naming sea and “l’homme libre” alike 
as “sans pitié ni remord.” Instead, the presence of the sea – and thus the feminine – in this 
poem remains equally “ténébreux et [discret]” under the objectifying gaze of all the other 
participants in this text from “l’homme libre,” to the “nul,” to the narrative speaker. This 
opacity then signals the sea’s own resistance to the text’s objectifying portrayal. 
It is only at the point when the balance of power between Man and the sea shifts, 
rendering them effectively the same, that their interactions become explicitly violent. 
                                                 
76 Ironically, the use of the phallic “lame” as a metaphor for the sea and of the vaginal 
“gouffre” for “l’homme libre” signifies an additional dimension of similarity and 
mirroring that points to the ultimately porous nature of their divided status as subject and 
object of the gaze. 
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This linguistic fusion of “l’homme libre” and the sea in the final stanza corresponds 
exactly with the final collapse of their textual separation: they are now not only equal but 
equivalent. In her analysis of “L’Héautontimorouménous,” Debarati Sanyal asserts that 
Baudelaire:  
maintains this tension between subject and object, victim and 
executioner, even as his poems stage these as ambiguous, 
circulating positions. This tension is sustained by the distance 
the poem displays toward its own rhetorical mode – through 
strategies such as intertextuality, irony, and interpellation… 
Irony – a rhetorical figure for disparate meanings – is 
continually reframed in a context disclosing the underlying 
violence of acts of knowing the self and the other (35). 
 
In “L’Homme et la mer,” this collapsing together of “l’homme libre” and the sea upon 
the intervention of the “nul” indeed marks the ambiguity and “circulation” of their 
previously defined roles. But the speaker’s ironic assertion of the sameness of these two 
“lutteurs éternels” does more than uncover the violence between them; it also serves to 
incite it by insisting upon a sameness that can never be absolute; after all, the reflection 
and the thing it reflects are never quite the same. The apex of their poetic unity in the last 
stanza corresponds exactly with that of their combat within the text: the cherishing of 
“l’homme libre” for the sea gives way to shared ferocity upon being assigned the 
interpellation “frères implacables.” Much as René Girard argues in his discussion of 
“frères ennemis” in La Violence et le sacré (1972), violent opposition is the only 
remaining means of affirming their separation, and with it, their difference – from one 
another and from their broader status as simple textual objects. Moreover, once “l’homme 
libre” and the sea are on equal footing, direct confrontation becomes possible between 
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them as their relationship is no longer defined as hierarchical – that is, as a masculine 
looker as subject and the feminine object of his gaze. This shift in relationship is doubly 
signaled by the fact that the strategy of deflection remains the only viable form of 
resistance against the gaze of the speaker, while reciprocal violence remains possible 
between Man and the sea. 
Most important of all, however, the intercession of the spectral “nul” opens up 
this poem to a deeper consideration of positioning within the gaze. “L’Homme et la mer” 
describes Man – perhaps as a stand-in for the figure of the Artist – while he is engaged in 
the act of looking. If the “âme” seen by “l’homme libre” in the sea is ultimately his own, 
then this text becomes a demonstration of the failure to recognize the other as more than 
another version of the self and the corresponding desire to continue searching for that 
other. Such a perspective comes into view if we consider the position of the speaker 
within this poem. Like actors on a stage, Man and the sea play out their drama under the 
keen eye of the speaker and, by extension, the reader. Much like a reader, the speaker 
assesses the interactions between the subject – “l’homme libre” – and his object – la mer 
– from a certain distance and purports to judge them as elements in a closed binary 
system in which the speaker does not participate directly.  
Unlike the reader, however, the speaker stands as the invisible “je” of this poem. 
He holds a position of privileged knowledge about the text and its players that may – or 
may not – be shared with the reader. In his role as the implied poet, the speaker is not 
necessarily limited by the failures of the probing “nul,” as demonstrated by the speaker’s 
knowledge of the longstanding nature of a combat that has continued for “des siècles 
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innombrables.” Although the speaker offers no clear information about the combatants 
closely-held “secrets,” the presence of this structuring voice encourages readers to 
continue their probing. The speaker remains the intermediary between the reader and the 
text; it is the speaker, after all, whose invisible “je” advances the defining images of the 
other two. The speaker’s voice inevitably shapes the text as much as the actions of 
“l’homme libre” and the sea.  
Even more so than the “nul,” the textual intervention of the speaker disrupts the 
illusory closed binary of the poem and instead redefines it as a triad of “l’homme libre,” 
the sea, and the one who watches them, be it the speaker, the “nul,” or the reader. The 
interactions of all these textual entities must be considered in order to find meaning in the 
poem. Moreover, this possibly unreliable speaker also invites the reader to consider her 
own role in defining textual meaning. Each person’s reading will inevitably be shaped by 
her own judgments and projected desires and assumptions. Like the sea, Baudelaire’s text 
itself deflects our gaze and denies us access to the very truths it purports to unveil, 
offering instead a distorted reflection of ourselves. This kind of bait-and-switch might be 
the goal of any poet who wants his text to be “contemplated,” but is especially likely for 
Baudelaire, as he saw his Fleurs du Mal as a testament to the “gloire à n’être pas 
compris, ou à ne l’être que très peu” (256).77 This poem then, can be read on many 
textual levels. Does it exemplify the figure of the Artist in search of some deeper human 
truth (the “secrets intimes”), the reader seeking to plumb the depths of the text for 
                                                 
77 [IV] Projet de préface pour Les Fleurs du Mal 
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meaning, or the poet who attracts – but ultimately deflects – the gaze of his reader? 
Within each of these possibilities, Baudelaire shines as an author for whom the simple 
binary, be it between subject and object, contemplator or contemplated, or reader and 
text, must constantly be disrupted and reimagined. 
 
“Le Serpent qui danse” : The Mosaic Emerges78 
The poems previously discussed in this analysis offer little in terms of a cohesive 
image of either the Baudelairean woman or her particular behavior in the presence of the 
male gaze. Indeed, Baudelaire’s poetry seems to hinge on producing a representation of 
the seemingly typical feminine while simultaneously rendering that image more complex 
and less conclusive than it might appear. This phenomenon results from Baudelaire’s 
staging of these representations of woman alongside a separate staging of various tactics 
of resistance to the objectifying and fragmenting effects of that male gaze. If the signs of 
the feminine in “La Chevelure” point to exoticism and sensual interactions with the male 
poet, they also demonstrate an underlying need for her presence in order to create the text 
as the “houle qui m’enlève.” “La Beauté” on the other hand, couches woman in much 
more imposing terms. The woman’s hair yielding softly to the poet’s touch and 
facilitating his fantasy in the former poem contrasts sharply with Beauty’s rigid exterior 
and silencing gaze in the latter. In “La Beauté,” these features accompany the woman’s 
use of a direct voice (“je”) as a subjective character in – rather than the mere object of – 
                                                 
78 See page 202 of the appendix for the full text of this poem. In the cited edition, the 
poem appears on pp. 79-80. 
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the poem. “L’Homme et la mer” offers yet another version of femininity, one that doubly 
conceals her secrets: first by redirecting the male gaze toward reflected images of 
himself, and then by cloaking those secrets in shadows hidden beneath the mirroring 
surface of waves. The reflected images in this poem constantly reaffirm both the 
similarities and differences that bind the feminine sea to her male counterpart. Thus, each 
of these poems depicts and undermines a different cliché of womanhood, be it the Exotic 
Muse in “La Chevelure,” the Subjective Femme Stérile in “La Beauté,” or the Discreet 
Mirror in “L’Homme et la mer.” These heterogeneous representations of the woman echo 
one another across Les Fleurs du Mal to create a connecting network of metaphors 
through repeated words (“la Chevelure,” “le vin,” “un vaisseau”), imagery (the ebb and 
flow of the sea, a ship preparing to set sail, the poet drinking in his lover’s essence), and 
sensory details (light and reflections; perfume; a cold, feminine glance). These 
intertextual correspondences further highlight Baudelaire’s multi-faceted vision of 
women and their role in Les Fleurs du Mal. 
The poem “Le Serpent qui danse” stages these diverse versions of woman and 
resistance all at once. In this text, the poet-narrator reflects on the image of a beautiful 
woman in motion; he revels in his search for the edges of her form without ever quite 
managing to resolve her heterogeneous details into a coherent portrait. Here, the three 
competing iterations of woman found in the other poems reappear in disparate fragments 
and interwoven images dispersed throughout the poem’s nine stanzas. By staging these 
different versions of the woman within a single text, Baudelaire initiates yet another form 
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of resistance to objectification and the doxa.79 Rather than being subsumed by the 
enforced fragmentation of the dissecting male gaze, the multiple, fragmentary versions of 
the woman coalesce into a conflicted, imperfect whole. When taken together, these 
different versions of the feminine and their associated tactics further build the tension 
between surface and depth, passivity and resistance, to unsettle the text’s presumed 
interaction between the poet and his muse. An analysis of these competing iterations 
suggests a larger message about Baudelaire’s understanding of women, gendered power, 
and identity formation within this collection.  
Resemblances between the signs of the feminine in “La Chevelure” – the exotic 
muse of the poet-narrator’s oneiric travels – and the swaying woman at the heart of “Le 
Serpent qui danse” are not difficult to find. Both poems explicitly link the feminine to the 
sensual as a gateway to male pleasure. Both texts open with a presumably male poet-
narrator announcing his appreciation for the sensory stimulation of his lover’s body, an 
appreciation that unleashes a flood of poetic imagery. The waving handkerchief of hair 
that announces Baudelaire’s poetics at the beginning of “La Chevelure” reappears in the 
first stanza of this poem as an “étoffe vacillante” of womanly skin: 
Que j’aime voir, chère indolente, 
          De ton corps si beau, 
Comme une étoffe vacillante, 
          Miroiter la peau ! 
 
                                                 
79 The term doxa, or ideology, is used here in accord with Dorothy Kelly’s treatment of it 
as a phenomenon by which “the cultural presents itself as natural” (196). 
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Foremost in this first phase of poetic portraiture is the poet-narrator’s delight in watching 
the sensual play of light over her body. The poet-narrator explicitly links his pleasure to 
the sight of her and defines her as valuable by naming her a “chère indolente.” This 
moniker ties her appeal to the sensory impact of woman as a body moving languidly in 
space. She seems to be “chère” to him, at least in part, because of the visual pleasure he 
derives from the “indolent” movements of her “beautiful” body and, in turn, the effect of 
light and shadow on her skin. In this first stanza, the descriptor “indolente” offers two 
conflicting readings: she may be impassive and unmoving, or she may be already 
“[marchant] en cadence,” as in the fifth stanza. Nevertheless, the play of light across her 
body that so appeals to the poet-narrator gives her the effect of motion. It transforms her 
skin – and by extension her whole body – into a fluttering cloth. Indeed, she cannot help 
but catch the eye of the poet-narrator and the reader alike, as her image becomes 
somehow a shimmering banner announcing the text’s sensual appeal and linking it to 
femininity. 
The poem soon extends beyond the visual to include other senses, such as scent, 
again connecting those details to movement. In “La Chevelure,” the poet-narrator sails 
into the abstract where the “forêt aromatique” of his lover’s hair and the half-light of “ce 
soir” provide the necessary stimulation for his “esprit… [qui] nage sur ton parfum.” 
Likewise, in the second and third stanzas of “Le Serpent qui danse,” the poet-narrator’s 
“âme rêveuse” is awoken by the scent of the woman’s hair, here transformed into a “mer 
odorante et vagabonde”: 
Sur ta chevelure profonde 
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           Aux âcres parfums, 
Mer odorante et vagabonde 
          Aux flots bleus et bruns, 
 
Comme un navire qui s’éveille 
          Au vent du matin, 
Mon âme rêveuse appareille 
          Pour un ciel lointain. 
 
Although, the lover-as-ocean metaphor in “La Chevelure” confirms the woman’s place as 
the motor of poetic voyage, here the “perfumed, rolling sea” instead represents a 
problematic point of departure, and the first of many signs of the woman’s continual 
escape from the poet-narrator’s proposed versions of femininity, an escape that, as we 
shall see, undermines the progression of the text. Unlike the boat in “La Chevelure,” 
which is described both sailing across the “flots” of the woman’s hair and in the port of 
some distant, abstract land, here the poet-cum-ship of the third stanza is only preparing to 
set sail for “un ciel lointain.” The woman in this poem may be continually moving, but 
the poet-narrator’s “navire” never does. He weighs anchor (“s’appareiller”), but does not 
actually use this metaphor of ship and sea to pivot from his portrait of her into a more 
abstract reverie, as in “La Chevelure,” nor into a narrative description of their 
relationship, as in “L’homme et la mer.” This action, like the verb “s’éveiller,” remains in 
some way liminal; it prepares undefined future actions, but is itself neither wholly passive 
nor active.  
Baudelaire reinforces the moment as one of suspended – rather than undertaken – 
action through the use of the present tense. Many of the lines describing the poet-
narrator’s gestures in “La Chevelure” are in the futur simple, a tense linked to the 
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projected unfolding of a future event based on current circumstances.80 By contrast, “Le 
Serpent qui danse” remains grounded in a present tense that leaves each stanza or group 
of stanzas sequentially disconnected from the others.81 As a whole, the poem’s images 
and metaphors more closely resemble a strange series of flipbook images than a coherent 
progression of events. Many stanzas link the feminine with divergent metaphors, ranging 
from the sea (stanza 2), to a serpent (stanza 5), to an elephant (stanza 6), to a “fin 
vaisseau” (stanza 7).82 While each of these images may correspond to the depiction of 
woman as the Exotic Muse, as in “La Chevelure,” they also further the sense of fantasy, 
stymied narrative, and disconnection from linear temporality suggested by the poem’s 
continuous present. Together with the liminal nature of the verbs “s’éveille” and 
“appareille” in the third stanza, the choice of tense and these disparate images hint at one 
of the key aspects of this poem: the poet-narrator’s embrace of the liminal in his textual 
defining of the woman. Rather than reducing her to a single, limited image, the poem 
allows us to see the multiplicity of the feminine as it coexists within and in between 
Baudelaire’s divergent metaphors. These diverse representations will ultimately coalesce 
into a mosaic of inter-related, but still disparate, pieces of the whole. 
                                                 
80 “J’irai là-bas…" “Je plongerai ma tête…," "mon esprit… saura vous retrouver…," "ma 
main… sèmera…" 
81 “La Beauté” also uses the present tense to create a feeling of suspended time. In that 
poem, the use of the present helps to affirm Beauty’s immobilizing power over the 
textual poets. 
82 While the metaphor of the ship is typically linked to the poet-narrator, this “vaisseau” 
clearly refers to the woman. The connection between the poet-narrator’s “navire” and the 
woman’s “vaisseau” will be discussed at the end of this chapter. 
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Examining Baudelaire’s use of enjambment in “Le Serpent qui danse” further 
illuminates the poem’s message about gender and narrative power. Unlike many of the 
other poems in this collection, this poem prominently features enjambment. This stylistic 
choice ensures that Baudelaire’s text regularly starts and stops; by their very nature, the 
enjambed lines drag the text forward, while the end-stopped lines halt – or at least pause 
– the textual momentum. The length of the lines themselves also contributes to this 
jerking rhythm, as Baudelaire alternates between 8-syllable and 5-syllable lines. Taken 
together, the interplay of short lines and enjambment contributes to a feeling of 
suspended action and of inconsistent progression within the text.  
The ratio of enjambed to end-stopped lines in a given stanza is not quite 
consistent enough to form a pattern. However, certain correspondences often bear out 
between the format of a given stanza and its descriptive focus. The poem’s content 
largely attributes movement to the woman, while the masculine poet-narrator is 
presumably still, watching her go by. In the fifth stanza for example, she “walks” “en 
cadence” and “dances” like a “serpent.” In contrast, in this same stanza the poet-narrator 
is the implied unmoving observer in the line “A te voir marcher…” as well as the 
impersonal “on” of the line “on dirait un serpent qui danse.” Similarly, stanzas with more 
enjambment or equal numbers of enjambed and end-stopped lines tend to focus on 
developing the woman’s portrait – such as the description of her hair in the second stanza 
and of her eyes in the fourth – or discussing her movement – such as in stanza seven in 
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which “[son] corps se penche et s’allonge/ Comme un fin vaisseau.”83 Because these 
enjambment-heavy stanzas often emphasize her movement, they further link the text 
itself to her physical advances.  
In this poem, then, Baudelaire associates the feminine with action, yet he frames 
the masculine more passively. Stanzas with only one or no enjambed lines tend to reinsert 
the poet-narrator more or less explicitly into the poetic frame, often as an observer of her 
developing portrait. This is the case in the first, fifth, and ninth stanzas. The first line of 
both stanzas 1 and 9 features the poet-narrator’s “je.” Although the fifth stanza focuses 
primarily on the woman’s movement, it also highlights the poet-narrator’s position as the 
observer who “sees” and comments on that movement. Aligning action with femininity 
and stillness with masculinity – an explicit reversal of the literary trope – allows 
Baudelaire to subtly undermine the presumed authority of the poet-narrator and highlight 
his feminine counterpart’s ability to advance the text. 
Beyond simply indicating which of these two players acts more powerfully in the 
text, the use of end-stopped versus enjambed lines in this poem is closely tied to 
Baudelaire’s creation of a disjointed rather than unified portrait of the woman. Whereas 
heavily enjambed stanzas suggest forward momentum in building a particular version of 
that portrait, the poem tends to “run aground” after a few stanzas, as we shall see. The 
poet-narrator launches and subsequently re-launches the portrait of the woman in stanzas 
1, 5, and 7. Two of these stanzas have a majority of end-stopped lines, meaning that they 
                                                 
83 These second and fourth stanzas boast 2 enjambed lines each, while the seventh has 
three. 
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interrupt the forward momentum of the text and stop the development of each preceding 
portrait of the woman. Thus, these stanzas signal a cyclical textual reset of the woman’s 
portrait and of the poem as a whole. The reset in stanzas 1, 5, and 7 is clearly conveyed 
by the shift in visual focus in these stanzas. Traditional blasons tend to maintain a tight 
focus on specific parts of the woman’s body, and “Le serpent qui danse” does feature 
detailed images of specific body parts: her hair (stanza 2), eyes (stanza 4), head (stanza 
6), and mouth (stanza 8). Yet in stanzas 1, 5, and 7, this typical structure breaks down as 
the text zooms out to show a “long shot” of her whole body in context. If highlighting 
only a fragmented portion of the body produces a dehumanizing and objectifying effect, 
as discussed in Laura Mulvey’s analysis of the cinematic close-up, then continually 
returning to the contextualized body as a whole counteracts these effects and forces a 
revised reading of the previously fragmented images (12). The poet-narrator himself 
announces this textual zooming out by drawing attention to the fact he is looking at her 
body as a whole, suggesting that he is revising his own vision of the woman in the same 
way as the reader. He says “j’aime voir…/ … ton corps…/ Comme une étoffe vacillante” 
in stanza 1, “A te voir marcher… / On dirait un serpent qui danse” in stanza 5, and finally 
“Et ton corps se penche et s’allonge” in stanza 7 (emphasis added).  
In addition to signaling a textual reset based on the poet-narrator’s inability to 
develop one particular portrait of the woman, the ratio of end-stopped to enjambed lines 
in stanzas 1, 5, and 7 also intensifies the link between the woman and textual progression. 
In each of these stanzas, the number of end-stopped lines decreases from four in the first 
stanza, to three in the fifth stanza, and finally to only one in the seventh. There is 
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naturally also a corresponding increase in enjambed lines that grants each of these stanzas 
a certain textual momentum. The increase of enjambed lines in these stanzas parallels the 
depiction of successively larger and more pronounced feminine movements. In the first 
stanza, she is “vacillante;” in the fifth, she “walks” and “dances;” and in the seventh, she 
“leans over” and “lies down.” Because repetitive and rhythmic movements are linked to 
the rocking sea – and by extension, to the woman – the increasing number of enjambed 
lines and the increasing size of the movements suggests the woman possesses a growing 
textual power as the poem advances.  
The increase in enjambed lines and the association of those lines with the 
woman’s movements also has the effect of heightening her textual presence. The 
corresponding association of end-stopped lines and the poet-narrator’s stillness within the 
text also suggests an inherent impossibility in fulfilling the departure promised in the 
third stanza’s metaphor of the poet-narrator as a ship ready to set sail. Unlike in “La 
Chevelure,” here his efforts and the text itself ultimately remain liminal. He cannot – and 
perhaps does not wish to – weigh anchor and go beyond the woman’s physical presence 
in his portrait of her. Each new attempt to subsume her into his poetics proves futile as he 
continually comes up against the enticing but unyielding boundary of her body. He can 
examine her “corps si beau” and from there shift to a detail, like her hair, eyes, or mouth, 
but these alternating descriptions offer neither unity nor resolution. Again and again, 
Baudelaire’s poet-narrator conjures up an image for her body as a whole that plays into 
poetic clichés of the feminine – a windblown cloth, a serpent, and a ship – only to 
abandon it in favor of a different one when it becomes impossible to integrate subsequent 
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body parts. Rather than developing any particular metaphor of femininity, Baudelaire 
allows this portrait to remain ambiguous, a near parody of the traditional blason that 
reminds the reader that no woman, and indeed no person, can be represented completely 
by a single image. In a sense, liminality itself has become the destination.  
The impossibility of resolving the woman into a unified image perhaps suggests 
the source of the poet-narrator’s pleasure in looking: she remains a mystery. Each time 
the poet-narrator’s description of her body parts strikes upon an image so alien that it 
threatens to subsume the woman’s human identity entirely – the “cold jewels” of her 
“gold and iron” eyes in stanza 4 and her bobbing head like that of a “young elephant” in 
stanza 6 – Baudelaire instead returns to the woman’s body in motion. In each of these 
cases, the following stanza provides a textual reset – a pulling back of the poet-narrator’s 
probing gaze and speculative poetics in favor of showing what cannot be fully captured: 
the woman as a unified whole. 
Tracing the development of the woman’s portrait in its various forms offers 
further insight into this textual reset. Throughout the first three stanzas of the poem, the 
poet-narrator progressively articulates the woman’s portrait in a way that conforms to one 
particular image of doxic femininity: the Exotic Muse as seen in “La Chevelure.” She is a 
canvas upon which the poet can develop his metaphor. Yet, this portrait is unstable. The 
text promptly reverts back to the physical reality of her body each time the poet-narrator 
strays too far from it. Unlike in “La Chevelure,” here the poet-narrator cannot use the 
woman’s physicality as a spring-board into either his own poetic experiences or a purely 
abstract vision of her. The third stanza, given below, centers on the poet-narrator’s self-
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insertion into his own metaphor; yet, it is not followed in the fourth stanza by more 
abstraction or a “poetic voyage” as in “La Chevelure.” Instead, Baudelaire gives a 
description of her eyes in the fourth stanza. This return of attention to the woman’s 
physical body and to the sensations she evokes confirms a textual resistance to shifting 
the poem’s focus to the poet-narrator’s experience: 
Comme un navire qui s’éveille 
          Au vent du matin, 
Mon âme rêveuse appareille 
          Pour un ciel lointain. 
 
Tes yeux, où rien ne se révèle 
          De doux ni d’amer,  
Sont deux bijoux froids où se mèle 
          L’or avec le fer. 
 
Although the poet-narrator has weighed anchor, these “two cold gems” seem to 
hold him back from departure, just as they also deny him access to the woman’s interior. 
They reveal no hint of emotion, either positive (“doux”) or negative (“amer”), and thus 
mark a solid boundary between the poet-narrator’s poetic suppositions and the woman 
herself. If the eyes are the window to the soul, here the shades have been drawn closed. 
The metallic quality of her eyes – a mixture of “gold” and “iron” – further encapsulates 
Baudelaire’s idea of the feminine. If the gold makes her jeweled eyes more alluring and 
links her to riches, light, the exotic, and malleability – the Exotic Muse –, then the iron 
recasts her as strong, impenetrable, and well-defended – the Subjective Femme Stérile.84 
                                                 
84 Interestingly, the “fer” in this poem appears as “acier” in the previous one (poem 
XXVII, pp. 78-79). That poem, which explicitly introduces the term “la femme stérile,” 
also offers a detailed description of the woman’s eyes. This correspondence suggests that 
the “fer” here is not only that of tools and industry, but also that of weaponry. 
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Moreover, the repetition of the relative pronoun “où” further names the woman’s body as 
the site of the text, just as she is the sight that holds the poet-narrator’s interest 
throughout the poem. She physically anchors the text with her body, and thus the anchor 
the poet-narrator must weigh (“appareille”) at each launching of her poetic portrait is her 
own weighty and heterogeneous presence. 
The image of the woman’s “cold” eyes in stanza 4 is not the first time the poet-
narrator encounters a boundary that delimits the woman’s body, limits his artistic access 
to her interior, and challenges his portrait of her. The previously discussed source of the 
poet-narrator’s pleasure – the reflective glint of the sunlight on her skin and the fluttering 
motion of the “étoffe vacillante,” its metaphoric stand-in – also highlights her skin as a 
physical barrier. Naming her “indolent” not only links her body to the slow, languid 
quality of her movements, but also to her inaccessibility. The Littré defines "indolent” as, 
“privé de sensibilité morale, sur qui rien ne fait impression. C’est un homme indolent qui 
ne s’émeut de rien.” In this poem, the “homme indolent” is instead a “femme indolente” 
who possesses an equal emotional remove, recalling the subjectified femme stérile in “La 
Beauté.” In some measure then, her very inaccessibility becomes part of her appeal and 
contributes to the poet-narrator’s pleasure in looking. Moving from the general to the 
specific, the description of her hair in stanza 2 further complicates this portrait. Her hair 
is a “deep” sea of perfumed, “errant” tresses, called “flots bleus et bruns.” While this last 
image of “flots” strengthens the intertextual tie between this poem and “La Chevelure,” 
this stanza as a whole undercuts the template of the “Exotic Muse.” The scent of her hair 
is ambiguous. Rather than simply pleasant, it is both “odorante” and has “âcres parfums.” 
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These opposing descriptors refute the portrait of woman as a source of pure sensual 
pleasure; she has both positive and negative attributes. She cannot then, be the object of 
idealized poetic fantasy, but instead begins to emerge as a textual subject through the 
very act of being observed. Yet this same scent implicitly triggers the poet-narrator’s 
awakening “pour un ciel lointain” in stanza 3, a symbol Baudelaire often associates with 
artistic exploration of the ideal. As with the description of the woman’s eyes, the poet-
narrator seems to “run aground” on these conflicting connotations of her portrait. Thus, 
this image of doxic femininity begins to break down, and the poet-narrator must reach for 
another, triggering the textual reset in the fifth and seventh stanzas. 
As previously stated, the cycle from corporeal to metaphoric descriptions of the 
woman’s body in stanzas 5 and 7 corresponds with a zooming out of the text and a 
revision of the dominant metaphors used in her portrait. Images of her shift from sea 
(stanza 1-3), to exotic animals (“serpent” in stanza 5 and “éléphant” in stanza 6), to a “fin 
vaisseau” (stanza 7). Hand in hand with these resets, we find the reappearance of aspects 
of other versions of the Baudelairean woman in this text, namely the “Subjective Femme 
Stérile” of “La Beauté” and the “Discreet Mirror” of “L’Homme et la mer.” Just as in the 
other poems considered in this chapter, these alternate versions of the feminine also bring 
with them counter-indicators that complicate the tropes they are built upon. In the fifth 
and sixth stanzas, Baudelaire writes: 
A te voir marcher en cadence, 
           Belle d’abandon, 
On dirait un serpent qui danse 
          Au bout d’un bâton. 
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Sous le fardeau de ta paresse 
          Ta tête d’enfant 
Se balance avec la mollesse 
          D’un jeune éléphant 
 
At first blush, these new zoomorphic metaphors seem to be of a piece with those 
in the earlier stanzas, highlighting the woman’s otherness and her status as part of the 
exotic. Her characterization as an “enfant” and a “jeune éléphant” in the sixth stanza, 
especially, go even further and link the woman to passivity and submissiveness through 
the rhyme “paresse” and “mollesse.” Coupled with the directing “bâton” in the final line 
of stanza 5, her movements here are shaded with the blank compliance of a well-trained 
animal or an obedient “child”. The “chère indolente” of the first stanza reappears in the 
gait suggested by “sous le fardeau de ta paresse,” while the rocking movement of her 
head further recalls her “vagabonde” sea of hair in the second stanza. Collapsing together 
Baudelaire’s metaphors for the woman as a “chère indolente,” a charmed “serpent,” an 
“enfant,” and an “éléphant” invites the reader to imagine her body as a vessel without 
independent thought, a vehicle seemingly adrift in the current rather than a subject 
directing her own course.  
The observation that she is “Belle d’abandon” reinforces this image, as it suggests 
a certain ceding of feminine autonomy to the “cadence” of her movements. A note in this 
edition remarks that the expression “Belle d’abandon” is a probable reference to Victor 
Hugo’s poem “Sara, la baigneuse” in Les Orientales (1829) (275). The Sara in question, 
another object of poetic voyeurism, is a bather whom Hugo describes in the opening line 
of his text as “belle d’indolence,” once again signaling feminine idleness as desirable. 
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Yet, as with the initial reading of “indolente” in the first stanza of “Le Serpent qui 
danse,” this interpretation of the Baudelairean woman hinges on a false reading of 
feminine passivity instead of feminine impassivity. As is often the case in Baudelaire’s 
work, these metaphors carry opposing meanings that undercut the stereotype they initially 
seemed to support. A close reading of Hugo’s “Sara, la baigneuse” reveals a shift from 
the voyeur’s perspective watching the idle bather to Sara’s own thoughts as she gazes at 
her reflection in the fountain. In her musings, she imagines herself as a “capitane/ ou 
sultane” largely because that rank would allow her to bathe at her leisure without fear of 
spotting “dans l’ombre/ Du bois sombre/ Deux yeux s’allumer soudain.” Just as Hugo’s 
poem uses this turning point to render readers, as the implicit textual voyeurs, conscious 
of their invasion of Sara’s privacy and of her status as a fully realized character in the 
poem, Baudelaire uses the images in stanzas 5 and 6 to subtly undermine the poet-
narrator’s initial vision of the woman. If she is “Belle d’abandon,” that does not 
necessarily suggest that she has abandoned herself to the gaze of others. Rather, it may 
mean that she has abandoned the narrow constraints of specific doxa in favor of a more 
ambiguous – and therefore more attractive – self.  
By the same note, this expression’s rhyming couplet, “On dirait un serpent qui 
danse/ Au bout d’un bâton,” also seems to make a similar promise of male mastery over 
nature (i.e. the feminine). However, these titular lines hold the key to refuting the simple 
objectification of the feminine by again evoking the Subjective Femme Stérile. The 
illusion of the snake charmer rests on the audience’s misunderstanding of the dynamic 
between the two “performers.” The snake is not hypnotized, but rather aggressively 
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follows the movements of the charmer’s baton, which it perceives as a threat. Neither 
member of the pair has full control over the other: both are subjective participants. Taken 
as a whole, their interactions are meant to fascinate – or charm – the audience. Likewise, 
the poet-narrator cannot entirely determine his own text. Instead, as with the snake 
charmer and his reptilian partner, the poem’s success depends upon their interactions to 
produce an illusion of male dominance colored with the hint of danger. Indeed, it is the 
poet-narrator, even more so than the reader, who seems to be drawn in by the rhythmic 
movements of the woman’s body. The impersonal construction “on dirait” marks him as 
doubly inscribed: he is in some way both the charmer and a member of the “audience” of 
her movements.  
This stanza also largely reprises the first stanza of the poem that immediately 
precedes “Le Serpent qui danse” in this edition: poem XXVII. Those lines offer the first 
explicitly named portrait of Baudelaire’s femme stérile : “Même quand elle marche on 
croirait qu’elle danse, / Comme ces longs serpents que les jongleurs sacrés / Au bout de 
leurs bâtons agitent en cadence.” As in “La Beauté,” this link heightens the suggestion 
that the woman can inspire stillness in her voyeur by receiving his gaze and thereby 
implicitly hijack the poem, becoming a subjective character rather than an idealized 
object. This echo of poem XXVII further solidifies the metaphor of the “serpent qui 
danse” as a reinsertion of the Subjective Femme Stérile into an image that otherwise 
draws heavily on the Exotic Muse. The continually shifting metaphors of her portrait and 
the textual resets of the poem then become symptoms of the artistic paralysis – or sterility 
– often associated with Baudelaire’s femme stérile. Yet, the poet-narrator’s pleasure 
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remains linked to the tension between the doxic images he sets forth and the signs that the 
woman exceeds those limits. In other words, he appears to enjoy the challenge she 
represents to his presumed textual power. 
The image of the woman as a “jeune éléphant” with a “tête d’enfant” in the sixth 
stanza further reinforces Baudelaire’s undermining of unilateral power dynamics in this 
poem. Much like the line “Belle d’abandon” in stanza 5, linking femininity to “mollesse” 
in this stanza recalls the multiple readings of “chère indolente.” “Mollesse” might imply 
malleability, as suggested by the autonomy-erasing phrase “tête d’enfant.” Further, both 
the image of the elephant and the child reiterate tropes of the exotic and the fusion of 
youth and beauty as markers of feminine sexuality. Yet, by defining the woman’s 
“paresse” as a “fardeau” that she must bear, the text also highlights the other burden she 
carries lightly: that of the poet-narrator’s gaze. In fact, the “paresse” he assigns to her is 
more likely to be his own, especially given the text’s tightly woven association between 
activity and femininity on the one hand and stillness and the poet-narrator on the other. 
Another meaning of “mollesse” is nonchalance, and this reading seems more in keeping 
with the woman’s lack of participation in his speculations. Once again, signs of passivity 
are transmuted into impassivity. Indeed, the body part under consideration in this stanza 
is ideally suited to refute the very “empty-headed” images used to define it. The head, 
regardless of its other assigned traits, remains foremost a symbol of reflection and 
intellect. This association then calls into question the woman’s seeming mental 
“mollesse.” Moreover, the ambiguous movement of her head reinforces the possibility of 
feminine reflection. Defined by the verb “se balancer,” it remains unclear whether her 
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head is moving forward and back (like a nod), side to side (as a refusal), or in some other 
configuration. As head movements are so closely linked to communication, the ambiguity 
of this one does not fully negate the possible transmission of feminine thought. Although 
there is no clear indication of the idea that triggers her ambiguous head movement, the 
structure of the poem itself suggests it is an equally inscrutable reaction to the various 
versions of her portrait being proposed by the poet-narrator. Further, the verb “se 
balancer” naturally conjures its simpler form “balancer,” here understood as “Être 
incertain, pencher d’un côté puis à l’autre,” thereby reaffirming the woman’s identity as 
fluctuating and undefined (Petit Robert). This stanza’s combination of the cliché and the 
liminal then triggers the final textual reset of the poem in the seventh stanza. 
As with the earlier resets, the imagery of stanza 7 stems from a return to the 
woman’s body as a whole. In stanzas 1 and 5, the poet-narrator’s presence as the 
woman’s observer is signaled by the verb “voir” alongside her foregrounded portrait.85 
However, stanza 7 foregoes explicit reference to the poet-narrator’s voyeurism and 
instead focuses tightly on her body. Baudelaire writes: 
Et ton corps se penche et s’allonge 
          Comme un fin vaisseau 
Qui roule bord sur bord et plonge 
          Ses vergues dans l’eau. 
 
Although this stanza lacks any explicit reference to the poet-narrator, its primary image 
of the woman as a “fin vaisseau” is predicated on their established textual relationship. If 
the poet-narrator was the “navire qui s’éveille” in the third stanza, then the reappearance 
                                                 
85 In stanza 1, the phrase is “j’aime voir”. In stanza 5, it is “A te voir.” 
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of the figure of the ship is a kind of fusion of the two characters.86 Through this 
metaphor, male and female (and by extension the poem’s voice and its content) collapse 
into a single image. Moreover, by clothing the woman in the metaphor he previously 
chose for himself, the poet-narrator names her as synonymous with himself in the terms 
of textual importance. At the same time, the alternate meaning of “vaisseau” implies that, 
just as the poet-narrator is projecting her into the masculine metaphor of the ship, he is 
casting himself in the feminine metaphor of the vessel. This fusion blurs the line between 
the woman as voyeuristic object and the poet-narrator as gazing subject. This stanza then 
signals the resurgence of the Discreet Mirror version of the woman as discussed in the 
analysis of “L’Homme et la mer.” In that poem, the gaze of the poet-narrator provides a 
perspective outside of the Man-sea binary that subsequently shifts Man’s position within 
the poem to more closely resemble that of Man’s own voyeuristic object – the feminine 
sea. In “Le Serpent qui danse,” Baudelaire reverses that structure and instead transforms 
the woman’s portrait to parallel that of the poet-narrator. Here, the poet-narrator initially 
turns his poetic gaze onto himself in the third stanza, describing himself as a ship sailing 
on his beloved. Yet in stanza 7, Baudelaire overwrites the poet-narrator’s self-portrait 
with the image of a feminine “vessel” tossed on the “rolling” seas of her swaying skirts. 
The woman literally replaces the masculine in this reframed metaphor, and thus 
symbolically hijacks the poet-narrator’s place as poet in the text.  
                                                 
86 The Littré states that the term “vaisseau” technically referred to warships and that 
“navires” were more typically trading ships, but that the terms were used almost 
interchangeably. 
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In “L’Homme et la mer,” Man takes on more feminine aspects and thereby diverts 
the objectifying power of the gaze. This deflection allows both l’homme libre and the sea 
to retain some level of mystery and inviolable autonomy from the prying gaze of the 
speaker. Likewise, “Le Serpent qui danse” suggests, but does not definitively affirm, that 
recasting the woman in the poet-narrator’s figurative position allows her to divert 
objectification. Throughout the poem, the opposing positions of voyeur and object of the 
gaze that switch between the poet-narrator and the woman seem to define the former as 
textual subject and the latter as textual object. Their “je”-“tu” linguistic relationship 
reinforces this supposition. This linguistic relationship demonstrates what Émile 
Benveniste calls a “polarité des personnes.” Benveniste specifies that such a dynamic “ne 
signifie pas égalité ni symétrie… Ils sont complémentaires, mais selon une opposition 
“intérieur/extérieur”, et en même temps ils sont réversibles” (Benveniste, 260). The 
seventh stanza may then hint at that reversibility by overtly defining the woman as a ship, 
a metaphor formally reserved for the subjectified poet-narrator. This stanza still marks 
the woman with the pronoun “ton.” Interestingly though, markers of the second person 
dominate the poem overall, essentially pushing the poet-narrator’s “je” to the margins. 
The pronoun “je” and the possessive adjective “mon” each appear twice. In contrast, the 
second person possessive adjective appears in some form seven times and the object 
pronoun “te” is used once. Although nominally grounded in the poet-narrator’s “je,” the 
poem is actually defined more by the woman’s “tu” through sheer proliferation. The 
absence of the verb “voir” in the seventh stanza also opens the text to break away from 
the voyeuristic subject-object dynamic in favor of a more ambiguous relationship in 
 121 
 
which the poet-narrator and the woman may become one and the same through their 
shared metaphor of the ship. This particular revision of the woman’s portrait then, unlike 
those in stanzas 1 and 5, does not offer a revision of clichés, but rather a new image that 
embraces the liminal while questioning the space between the two players. 
The movement of this ambiguous ship further solidifies the fusion of two 
characters. The “yards” are “plunged” into the water as it “se penche et s’allonge.” 
Beyond mere contact, these verbs mark the shift from feminine movement as source of 
voyeuristic fascination to the fusion of this rocking motion and the act of penetration – a 
possible reference to sexual union.87 Moreover, this stanza paves the way for the more 
explicit fusion of the poet-narrator and the woman in the poem’s eighth and ninth stanzas. 
The kiss these lines describe confirms the images of penetration by and fusion with the 
other while also offering a final demonstration of the impossibility of fully defining the 
woman. Baudelaire writes : 
Comme un flot grossi par la fonte 
           Des glaciers grondants, 
Quand l’eau de ta bouche remonte 
           Au bord de tes dents,  
 
Je crois boire un vin de Bohême, 
           Amer et vainqueur, 
Un ciel liquide qui parsème 
           D’étoiles mon coeur 
 
                                                 
87 A similar reading of these verbs by Dorothy Kelly will appear in an upcoming 
publication. The present analysis is informed by her reading, but focuses more on the 
ways in which the woman subverts the subject-object relationship. 
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In the eighth stanza, the woman’s body finally becomes as still as the poet-narrator’s, and 
the textual focus again shifts to a specific body part: her mouth. Her forward momentum 
is transferred to the abundant “flot grossi par la fonte / Des glaciers grondants” of saliva 
that balances “au bord de [ses] dents.” Paired with the stillness of her body, the image of 
“l’eau de [sa] bouche,” poised at the edge of her teeth but not yet overflowing, heightens 
the textual tension of this moment of contact between the woman and the poet-narrator. A 
reprisal of the poet-narrator as a “navire qui s’éveille” in the third stanza, her saliva 
evokes liminality and the promise of textual production. Because the woman in some 
sense assumed the poet-narrator’s position of a subject in stanza 7 through the image of 
the “fin vaisseau,” highlighting her mouth, and especially what it produces, suggests that, 
like the poet-narrator she mirrors, she may communicate with the reader. However, as 
with the movements of her head in the sixth stanza, her message remains ambiguous. 
When considered alongside the poem’s titular image of the woman as serpent, this 
attention to her saliva also calls up another oral liquid crucial to Baudelaire’s poetry: the 
poet-narrator’s “venin” in “À celle qui est trop gaie.” In that poem, Dorothy Kelly argues 
that breaching the woman’s “flanc” symbolizes an attempt to “get past her airy happiness 
and find some deeper emotional or psychological part of her being… [It] could also be 
seen as an attempt to move beyond the mindless, blind happiness of the woman, and of 
doxa more generally.” She goes on to argue that the “venin” the poet-narrator seeks to 
pass from his mouth into her “lèvres nouvelles” would grant the woman “a new way of 
thinking and speaking, which would not mindlessly repeat empty clichés but would rather 
be cognizant of artificiality itself” (Toxic Doxa, 201). In “Le Serpent qui danse,” this 
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moment of contact between the poet-narrator and the woman reads almost as an inversion 
of the one in “À celle qui est trop gaie.” It is the poet-narrator, not the woman herself, 
who continually paints femininity in terms of easy clichés and doxic images. His ultimate 
inability to access her interior – that is, to surmount the artificiality of his portraits – 
triggers the poem’s textual resets. By infusing him with her essence in the last stanza, she 
“sprinkles” the seeds of a different dialectic in his “heart” and effectively claims victory 
over the text. Although the final stanza of the poem does focus on the poet-narrator’s 
experience of penetration by this “ciel liquide,” one can imagine this Baudelairean 
woman hijacking the poet-narrator position as subject in much the same way she subtly 
hijacked the place of the poet-narrator within the text. A poem that on its surface relays 
male voyeuristic pleasure in gazing at the woman’s objectified body ultimately reveals 
itself to depict the poet’s inability to capture a coherent image of the woman.  
It seems clear that much of the pleasure the poet-narrator derives from his 
voyeurism in “Le Serpent qui danse” depends upon the continued refutation of his 
suppositions. For the reader as well, the emergence of unexpected correspondences and 
seemingly contradictory images of the woman produce much of the pleasure to be found 
in Baudelaire’s texts. In a larger sense however, Baudelaire’s consistent undermining of 
clichéd depictions of women in poetry opens space in this art form for those women to 
become more than the sum of their body parts. If only through their resistance to 
objectification, these female characters acquire a textual importance that is separate from 
the aesthetic admiration they inspire. Benveniste states that : “C’est dans et par le langage 
que l’homme se constitue comme sujet ; parce que le langage seul fonde en réalité, dans 
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sa réalité qui est celle de l’être, le concept de “ego” (259). These poems, however, 
demonstrate how Baudelaire’s women can approach that status from within and behind 
the language of men. While their success remains uncertain, the visibility of their 
resistance already marks them as “vainqueures.” 
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CHAPTER THREE: VARIATIONS ON A THEME: VISUALIZING DEGAS’S 
FEMALE NUDE ACROSS MEDIA 
Art in its purest form is nearly always about identity. Be it that of the artist, of the 
subject, of the viewer, or some combination of the three, identity and the negotiation of 
its multiplicity remain at the heart of the artistic creative drive. Representations of the 
unclothed human form present one of the most direct forays into this question. Unlike 
portraiture’s focus on conveying a specific facet of the subject, the nude in pre-20th 
century Western European art – and in particular the female nude – has most frequently 
been understood as an expression of the artist: his technical skill, his style and aesthetic 
preferences, perhaps his particular views on art, narrative, and the human condition. What 
has less often been considered in this category of art is the female nude as a subject in her 
own right whose depiction may speak to the experience of womanhood and humanity as 
an individual. In the second episode of his invaluable 1972 series on European art, Ways 
of Seeing, John Berger comments on woman’s continuous, yet divided experience of her 
own image. He remarks:  
A woman is always accompanied, except when quite alone, and 
perhaps even then, by her own image of herself. While she is 
walking across a room or weeping at the death of her father, she 
cannot avoid imagining herself walking or weeping. From earliest 
childhood, she is taught and persuaded to survey herself 
continuously. She has to survey everything she is and everything 
she does because how she appears to others – and particularly how 
she appears to men – is of crucial importance for what is normally 
thought of as the success of her life. (00:2:20-00:2:56) 
 
Berger’s comment captures the real-life manifestation of the contradictory message of 
most female nudes. Although an unclothed woman is represented, she is not the subject 
 126 
 
of the work. Rather, her image, and especially her image as an object judged by men, is 
equally if not more important than any other contribution her presence might make to the 
artwork. This dynamic of the exteriorized gaze and the surveillance it implies – both 
essential aspects of Foucault’s theories of social indoctrination (Surveiller et punir) – 
necessarily bring to mind Esther’s surveillance of her own image and actions in Balzac’s 
novel. Beyond the realm of fiction and art, however, Berger’s observations describe the 
lived experiences of real people. As a woman, I have on several occasions experienced 
the exteriorized gaze Berger describes and been haunted by its implicit othering of the 
self. Yet, as a woman and lover of art, I find it impossible to look at female nudes and not 
see some version – however distant – of myself. This image of the woman – already 
depicted as the other by a male artist who defines her in opposition to himself – is also 
not a representation of the female body as it is experienced by actual women. 
Nevertheless, because the experience of womanhood is so frequently an experience of 
being othered, identification with the depicted female nude remains possible. Seeing the 
self in the position of female nude – this quintessential form of the other – naturally 
opens the door to considering the female nude in one’s own position. It then becomes 
possible to see these nudes as subjects in the guise of objects. The work of Edgar Degas 
(1834-1917) illustrates the fluid continuity between these two extremes. 
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Degas’s nudes are frequently considered to be sexualized objects and targets of 
Degas’s apparent misogyny by both contemporary and more recent critics of his work.88 
Because he regularly revisited similar forms and poses across various media, examining 
the subtle adjustments from one version to the next and from one medium to the next 
allows the viewer to consider more deeply the figures as artistic subjects and as 
sexualized women. Analyzing what and how he repeats within his images demonstrates 
that the women in these works often exude some measure of agency and bodily autonomy 
and that, as with Balzac and Baudelaire, Degas’ artistic representations of women were 
complex and multifaceted. At least some of his depictions of women, although not 
strictly realistic, undercut tropes of idealization and universality by showcasing 
individuality, communicative body language, and the human experience. This shift is not 
a strictly temporal progression, as varying levels of objectification occur throughout his 
corpus. However, comparing certain sets of repeated poses and motifs across media 
permits a more nuanced reading of Degas’s nudes as a whole. 
 
Ambiguous Gender and the Narrative Nude 
To form an understanding of Degas’s approach to the female nude, it is helpful 
first to consider one of his few relatively complete works depicting the male form: Male 
                                                 
88 See Valéry and Huysmans for contemporary criticism. See Thomson for more recent 
criticism. See Bernheimer (Chapter Six: “Degas’s Brothels”) for an overview of this line 
of criticism. 
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Nude (Met Museum, New York), an oil painting on canvas dating from 1856 (fig. 1). 89 90 
As a “painted academic nude,” this work represents a step forward in Degas’s education 
from the figure studies he did in Italy in the mid-1850s toward the composition of the 
history paintings he would undertake in earnest upon his return to Paris in 1859 
(Roquebert 21). This painting, featuring a reclining male figure with his head on the 
lower left side of the canvas, was painted over an earlier study oriented in the opposite 
direction. Degas reportedly drew his inspiration for Male Nude from the defeated king 
Acron in the foreground of J. A. D. Ingres's neoclassical history painting Romulus, 
vainqueur d’Acron (1812; ENS de Beaux Arts, Paris) (Tinterow 37).  
                                                 
89 Whenever possible, works will be identified by the title used by their home institution. 
Otherwise, works will be identified by the title given in the most recent exhibition 
catalogue. Date ranges indicate possible years of completion, not the period during which 
the work was being produced. 
90 To the best of my knowledge, all artwork and images reproduced in this text are in the 
public domain. Whenever possible, the images here are provided by the home institution 
of the artwork. In some cases, I have used my own photographs of the objects. 
Figure 1: Male Nude - 1856, oil on canvas 
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Although Degas did not study directly with Ingres, his style had a significant 
impact on the young Degas, notably in his attention to drawing and to the nude. Yet even 
in this early work, Degas’s own approach to the nude demonstrates a marked shift away 
from Ingres. Both artists highlight the concave, almost skeletal hollow of the abdomen 
and the sharp jut of the left hipbone in their respective male nudes, possibly a reference to 
the wasting quality of death. Still, Ingres’s Acron remains brawny with strong, well-
muscled limbs, echoing the classical male form. Acron’s physical strength heightens the 
effect of Ingres’s composition, as the fallen king is literally overshadowed by Romulus. 
With his face turned away, the virile body becomes merely the symbol of defeat. He has 
been reduced to an object to be removed from the scene; an attendant on the right of the 
frame stoops to pick up the corpse.  
Strikingly, Degas abandons the idealization of the neoclassical form and extends 
the fragility of Acron’s jutting hipbone and abdomen throughout the entire pose. Whereas 
Ingres’s nude is simply thin, Degas’s figure is gaunt. Degas transforms Acron’s sprawled, 
muscular arms and powerful thighs into thin, wiry limbs. Similarly, the powerful chest 
and shoulders of the Ingres painting become narrow and bony under Degas’s brush. 
Degas also centralizes and insists upon this vulnerable male body: the nude dominates the 
relatively large canvas while the background is only roughly filled in.91 Most importantly 
of all, Degas turns the model’s peaceful face toward the viewer. His almost Christ-like 
features are fully developed from the delicate shading around his eyes to the rich blush of 
                                                 
91 Male Nude measures 13.75 x 24.25 inches. 
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color on his cheek. Unlike Ingres, who privileged a generalized physical ideal by making 
Acron an object, Degas grants his nude distinct individuality. Taken together, these 
stylistic choices transform the mythic into the exceptionally human. Although it is 
unclear whether Degas’s nude is dead or merely sleeping, every aspect of the 
composition grounds the work in this man’s personal narrative: the viewer wants to know 
who he is and what has happened to him. There can be no doubt that Degas wants to 
provoke curiosity about this individual’s life. As we shall see, Degas’s unique ability to 
solicit narrative transforms his work on the female nude from the allegorical to the 
individual. 
Similarities in pose have been noted between Male Nude and a woman in the 
foreground of Degas’s final history painting Scène de guerre au Moyen Âge (fig. 2), as 
well as some of his pastels of women bathers from the 1880s and 1890s (Tinterow 37).92 
In Scène de guerre au Moyen Âge, Degas depicts a fictional medieval scene of several 
nude women suffering at the hands of three men on horseback. Some run away, others 
are bound to a tree, and others lie prostrate on the ground, perhaps raped, wounded, or 
dead. One woman is even being carried off, slung over a soldier’s saddle, and another is 
trampled by his horse. In his chapter “Bodies in Peril: Scene of War in the Middle Ages,” 
George Shackelford analyzes the painting in terms of its composition and Degas’s 
possible sources of inspiration in depicting violence against the naked female body. He 
                                                 
92 1865; Musée d'Orsay, Paris. All photographs of artwork held by the Musée d’Orsay are 
copyrighted by the RMN-Grand Palais and are available for public use or purchase on 
their website www.photo.rmn/fr. The artwork itself is in the public domain. 
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takes care to give an accounting of the variations in the women’s poses between Degas’s 
preliminary studies and the finished work. The chapter, however, offers limited   
commentary on the effects of these changes. It is important to revisit these compositional 
shifts as they display signs of gender ambiguity and the development of an imagined 
narrative in Degas’s work. The gender ambiguity in this, Degas’s last history painting, 
demonstrates the thematic intersection of the body in space, the female nude, and 
pictorial art as a means of constructing or deconstructing identity and individuality that 
he will wrestle with throughout the rest of his career, and perhaps especially in his 
monotypes and his bathers in various media. 
In Scène de guerre, Degas reproduces the pose from Male Nude in the reclining 
half-nude woman lying on a raised mound of earth in the heavily shadowed lower left 
corner of the painting. Degas’s placement of her body within the composition heavily 
Figure 2: Scène de guerre au Moyen Âge – 1865, oil on paper 
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foreshortens her form as the frame cuts off her legs at the knee. In a reversal of Male 
Nude, her torso extends diagonally toward the center of the image and draws the eye 
upward to two other nude women lying nearby. As in Male Nude, the sharply defined hip 
bone, the jutting elbow, and the tilted head define this pose as one of deep suffering. Also 
as in Male Nude, Degas’s treatment of this particular woman grants her some measure of 
narrative importance within the composition. Degas does not single her out from the 
other women in any obvious way. In fact, she is likely the last figure in the painting to 
catch the viewer’s eye. The other women in the work are more striking, either due to the 
extreme violence of their poses or compositional elements such as lighting or color. Yet 
this figure still contributes significantly to the narrative of the finished painting. Of all of 
the apparently victimized women in this image, she is the only one who is not entirely 
nude. Her striped dress has been ripped open to her pelvis; a scrap of cloth draped across 
her left arm is all that remains of the destroyed bodice. Her right hand clutches weakly at 
the garment to cover her genitals. Her semi-nudity and prone position render undeniable 
the sexual violence of this scene. Crucially, her presence and state of dress confirm that 
these women are not nymphs or other fictional creatures whose nudity might have been 
incidental to the violent scene, but are instead human beings who have been violently 
stripped of their clothing and their bodily autonomy. She confirms that these are ordinary 
women caught in a nightmare scene. 
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As shockingly violent as this painting is, this particular woman’s presence also 
shows a shift in how Degas chose to portray that violence throughout the development of 
this painting. The only extant preliminary compositional study of Scène de guerre (fig. 3) 
does not include the draped woman at all (Shackelford 38).93 Instead of the three women 
lying on the mound of dirt in the final version, this earlier drawing shows only one 
woman: the woman with bent legs positioned just above the draped woman’s head in the 
finished work. In the drawing, as well as in one of the extant figure studies, her legs are 
not bent, but instead 
stiff and widely 
splayed (Shackelford 
42).94 In the study 
especially, her clearly-
defined genitals occupy 
the drawing’s visual 
center. In two other 
studies of the same 
nude, Degas experiments with the position of her legs, the detail of her facial features, 
                                                 
93 Scène de guerre au Moyen-Âge, 1865, Musée d’Orsay, Paris 
94 All figure studies for Scène de guerre are listed by the titles given in Shackelford and 
Rey. Whenever possible, I also include in parentheses the titles as listed by the Musée 
d’Orsay in the bibliography. The study here mentioned is Woman on her Back (1), 1863-
65, Musée d’Orsay, Paris. 
Figure 3: Study for Scène de guerre au Moyen Âge, c. 1865, 
pencil and gray wash on paper 
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and the degree of shadow (Shackelford 45).95 He ultimately opts for the bent knees, 
thrown-back head, and concealed genitals seen in the final image. Although this choice 
does not diminish the general impact of the painting, it does somewhat soften the violent 
events the viewer imagines having immediately preceded this image. Furthermore, this 
change also opened up compositional space for the draped woman in the final version. 
Including the draped woman then allows Degas to highlight the scene’s sexual violence 
and the violation of bodily autonomy without explicitly showing a woman’s genitals, and 
thereby exposing her to further violation by the viewer’s gaze.  
In the case of the draped woman, Degas also experimented with pose and dress: 
two studies show the model in the nude, and a third includes the skirt she wears in the 
final painting.96 Degas’s motivations for these changes are unknown, though he may have 
been experimenting with representations of vulnerability and isolation (Shackelford 45).97 
Some critics believe Degas painted this work, also called Les Malheurs de la ville 
d’Orléans to illustrate the atrocities of the American Civil War as described by his 
maternal aunt and cousins (Lloyd 59).98 In that context, these changes in pose and, for the 
former, degree of dress of the draped woman and the woman with bent legs may suggest 
                                                 
95 Nude Woman Lying on her Back, Her Legs Bent and Nude Woman Lying on her Back, 
Her Legs Bent (2). Both pieces date to 1863-65 and are owned by the Musée d’Orsay. 
96 Both fully nude studies are entitled Nude Woman Lying on Her Back (1863-65; Musée 
d’Orsay). The draped study is Half-Nude Woman Lying on Her Back (1863-65; Musée 
d’Orsay). 
97 To a limited extent, the inclusion of this garment also functions as a parergon, in that 
its presence serves both to conceal and augment her nudity (Derrida and Owens 21). 
98 Alternatively, Jeffrey Meyers has argued that this work is a reference to the siege of the 
city of Orléans during the Hundred Years’ War and the life of Joan of Arc as described in 
Jules Michelet’s 1844 work Histoire de France (Meyers 15). 
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a desire to confront an 
especially traumatic event 
with sensitivity toward its 
victims. Whether Degas 
wanted to preserve the 
modesty of the women, 
whether he preferred a 
subtler effect, or he simply 
chose the final poses of 
these nudes for the artistic or compositional challenges they offered, the result remains 
the same. The draped woman, an otherwise marginal figure, occupies a key position in 
Degas’s portrayal of narrative and suffering in this work. As such, this easily-overlooked 
figure becomes an important subject of the work, rather than a peripheral participant. 
Equally striking as the inclusion of the pose from Male Nude in Scène de guerre 
is the translation of that pose from a male to a female figure. The draped woman is not 
the only gender swap to be found in this work, however. Both the young archer (fig 4) 
and the armored knight that occupy the center of the painting were developed from figure 
studies of a nude female model (Shackelford 45).99 Degas seems to have studied this 
same model, posed in a seated position, in a particularly arresting drawing of one of the 
                                                 
99 The study for the archer is entitled Young Nude Woman, Half Body, Shooting with a 
Bow and Arrow (1863-65, Musée d’Orsay). Degas studied the knight in Nude Rider 
(1863-65, Musée d’Orsay). 
Figure 4: Young Nude Woman, Half Body, Shooting with a 
Bow and Arrow - 1863-65, black chalk on wove paper 
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tormented women (fig. 5).100 Although she does not appear in the final version of the 
painting, the seated woman’s elbow and forearm are still visible through the overpainting 
just to the right of the red-headed woman. Indeed, Degas may have used this same model, 
along with another model with longer hair, for all or nearly all of the preparatory studies 
for Scène de guerre (Shackelford 39).101 It is 
unclear whether Degas’s choice to use female 
models for all of the poses was circumstantial 
or deliberate; those critics who have noted this 
decision have offered little or no commentary 
on it.102 Certainly minimizing the number of 
models used would have offered advantages in 
terms of expense and expediency. Regardless of 
his specific motivation, however, this decision 
put female bodies in the position of both victim 
and perpetrator of violence, both object and subject of this muddled narrative. By placing 
the female nude in nearly all of the available pictorial roles in this work, even if he would 
later transform that nude into a clothed man, Degas implicitly suggests that women – and 
female nudes in particular – can offer more than idealized and allegorical representations. 
                                                 
100 Seated Woman (1863-65, Musée d’Orsay). 
101 I was not able to locate any extant figure studies for the leering horseman at the far 
right of the composition. 
102 Shackelford calls the choice merely “ironic” with no further comment on the 
implications of a gender swap. His brief analysis of these preparatory drawings treats the 
figures as women (45). 
Figure 5: Seated Woman - 1863-65, 
black chalk on wove paper 
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They can potentially become the primary focus of a work and carry its message in and of 
themselves. Like their male counterparts, women can support the weight of the pictorial 
narrative, rather than being restricted to the merely representational genre of the nude. 
Degas’s figure studies for Scène de guerre especially those for the young archer 
and the deleted seated woman further reveal his deep consideration of the female nude as 
pictorially dynamic. All of his preparatory studies demonstrate a desire to examine the 
female form in many contexts and from many angles, a preoccupation he would continue 
in brothel monotypes, pastels, and sculptures throughout his career. Nonetheless, taken 
together, the studies for the young archer and the seated woman grant the work an 
emotional sensitivity and depth of pathos that is not immediately apparent from the 
finished painting. In both the preliminary study and the finished painting, the young 
archer’s body faces the viewer while the head is turned toward the left to aim an arrow. 
Degas paints the archer’s face in almost full profile, with only a hint of the right eye 
visible. In the preparatory study, fear and uncertainty dominate the facial features and the 
set of the shoulders. Degas preserves the female model’s facial features almost exactly in 
the finished painting. He also transfers her emotional turmoil to the canvas and adds a 
certain weight of distress and sadness by shadowing the archer’s eyes and subtly turning 
down the corners of his mouth.103  
Most striking of all in both the preparatory study and the final painting is Degas’s 
careful detailing of the archer’s youth and innocence through his facial features. His pale 
                                                 
103 Uses of the masculine pronoun for the archer here and in the following paragraph refer 
to the figure in the finished painting. 
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skin and pink-flushed cheeks in the finished painting preserve the femininity of the 
model, despite the masculine pose and clothing. In this context, these same markers of 
femininity become markers of virtue and empathy; he is more human and less militant 
than the scene might otherwise suggest. Shackelford notes this ambiguity in his analysis 
of the archer and the armored knight based on the same model that “neither model seems 
overtly hostile. The archer might be an Amazon defending herself, her companion wary 
and tense rather than aggressive and cold” (45). Although Shackelford applies his 
comments only to the preparatory studies, these same features come through in the 
painting. Femininity, then, renders the archer’s role in this atrocity decidedly unclear. His 
palpable distress is particularly desirable to establish the sharp contrast between his more 
ambiguous, perhaps defensive role and the overt malice of the leering, red-faced 
horseman at the far right who is abducting a nude woman. As with the careful posing of 
the draped woman and the woman with bent knees, the archer contributes to the 
painting’s narrative in part through Degas’s compositional choices of pose and clothing, 
but also through the traces of the female nude that remain legible in the finished work. 
Like the archer, the study drawing of the deleted seated woman orients her body 
toward the viewer. Unlike the archer, though, she looks almost head-on out of the frame, 
her gaze directly meeting the viewer’s, as in Manet’s Olympia (1863). The drawing’s 
remarkable detail and careful shadows lift her body off the page; the soft folds of her 
belly and the deep hollow of her collarbone grant her far more dimension than either the 
preparatory study of the archer – as evocative as it may be – or the more frieze-like final 
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rendering of the horseman. Once again, the pose of her body and the set of her shoulders 
channel the depth of feeling Degas captures through the overarching tone of his painting.  
Her face, however, transforms the general mood of the drawing into the specific 
experience of the individual. Her facial features are more lightly penciled in than her 
boldly defined body. Her eyes in particular remain somewhat sketchy by comparison. Yet 
these markers of incompletion and perhaps artistic hesitation grant Degas’s seated 
woman her emotional capital over the viewer. Her expression is stunned, her gaze empty 
and unseeing. The eyes that confront the viewer seem haunted by distressing visions we 
cannot see. She shows no malice or anger, only deep stillness and silence, a silence made 
all the more literal by her hand partially covering her mouth where she rests her chin on 
her palm. Whatever has befallen her has taken her voice and suspended her in a moment 
outside of time. She is isolated beyond temporality in part by the very nature of the nude 
figure study – a drawing without context or features beyond those of the figure itself. 
Somehow, her empty expression renders her a blank page for the viewer’s projection 
while also emphasizing her separation from that gaze. Despite the plotting gridlines still 
visible on the drawing, Degas’s seated woman exudes a certain individuality and 
complete humanity that would be more common in portraiture than in a history painting. 
Certainly, it strikes a vibrant chord in a preparatory nude.  
Taken together, the faces – or rather the shared face – of the archer and the seated 
woman make all the more apparent the grotesque and caricatural qualities of the other 
faces in the completed Scène de guerre: the leering horseman’s and those of a few of the 
tormented women. The former primarily conveys lustful villainy through his red flush, 
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rounded eyes, and sneering, half-open mouth. Shackelford notes that Degas apparently 
redid the horseman’s face at some point during the painting’s development, perhaps to 
render it even more crude (Shackelford 38).104 Similarly, the women’s faces generally 
border on the cliché of neoclassical torment. When their faces are visible at all, their 
sharply sloped noses and slightly parted lips suggest an imploring universality rather than 
a specific person. Most of the women with visible features – the woman at the far left 
who seems to be stumbling backwards, the blonde woman with her left arm bound to the 
blasted tree, and the woman with bent legs in the foreground – appear in the preparatory 
figure studies to have been drawn from the same long-haired model.105 Some of these 
studies grant the model individuality; Degas takes special care in Nude Woman, Standing, 
Arm Raised to detail and shade the woman’s features realistically. Once transferred to the 
finished painting however, her expression loses definition. What was unique to her 
becomes almost a template onto which Degas can overlay the various mechanical 
permutations of pose, hair color, and lighting that interest him. This repetition also further 
highlights the centralized figure of the archer – although the short-haired model’s body 
may have been used for some of the other figures in the work, her face appears only once. 
By doing several preparatory studies and transferring many versions of the same woman 
                                                 
104 The painting as a whole consists of two larger sheets of paper of approximately equal 
size affixed together, another much narrower strip of paper on the right edge onto which 
Degas painted most of this final horseman, and then another small piece of paper at the 
top of the narrow strip that squared the painting surface. It is on this smallest piece that 
Degas painted the final version of the horseman’s face. 
105 See Nude Woman Running toward the Left, Bending Backwards (1863-1865), Nude 
Woman, Standing, Arm Raised (1864-65), and Woman on her Back (1) (1863-65) in the 
Musée d’Orsay. 
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into a single painting, Degas has found the beautiful possibilities of working in a series, 
but he has also lost something in the pursuit of genre. It is perhaps because of that loss 
that Scène de guerre was Degas’s last history painting and that he instead turned to more 
intimate works in his exploration of the female nude. 
 
Repetition Yields Individuality: The Body for Others and the Body for Self 
One figure study for Scène de guerre that was ultimately not included in the final 
painting provides an interesting entry into Degas’s later nude works, ranging from 
monotypes of prostitutes to bathers in charcoal and pastel, and even small sculptures. 
Nude Woman, Standing, Seen Full Front (1863-65; 
Musée d’Orsay) (fig. 6) shows a woman in a pose more 
reminiscent of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (Uffizi 
Gallery, c. 1486) than the deep contortions of her 
pictorial sisters.106 In this sketch, Degas depends upon a 
much subtler reading of her posture rather than an overt 
demonstration of physical suffering. As in Botticelli’s 
Venus she stands facing the viewer and covers her 
genitals with her left hand. However, Degas also drops 
her shoulders slightly forward, implying a desire to shy 
away from rather than accept the viewer’s gaze on her 
body. Her face is only roughly defined, but the 
                                                 
106 Degas copied Botticelli’s Venus as part of his studies in Italy (Shackelford 24). 
Figure 6: Nude Woman, 
Standing, Full Front - 1863-65, 
black chalk on paper 
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unfinished lines of her features seem to convey the detached blankness of possible 
trauma, not the serenity of Botticelli’s goddess. Her right arm is tucked sharply behind 
her in a way that breaks the line of her body and seems to disrupt her center of gravity. A 
possible explanation for this odd positioning can be found in the compositional sketch for 
the completed painting: Degas may have intended to bind her to the blasted tree by this 
contorted limb.  
At least within the context of the full painting, Degas transforms the pose that 
marked Botticelli’s Venus as a woman of virtuous modesty and power into one that 
telegraphs discomfort and shame. Yet the emotional content of the woman’s body 
language in this sketch does not impede her sexualization. As with the Venus, markers of 
modesty actually heighten the sexualizing and objectifying effect of her nudity. Degas, 
like Botticelli, orients the model’s body toward the viewer to maximize her exposure and 
the voyeuristic pleasure of said viewer. He fully develops her long, well-formed legs and 
the sense of weight in her gently hanging breasts. The line of her mature hips rounds out 
the secondary sexual characteristics that define her as both female and physically 
attractive. In short, he portrays her as fit for consumption. Degas’s work differs from the 
Botticelli Venus, however, in how he chooses to portray that exposed flesh. His female 
nude is decidedly more realistic than the neoclassical figure. Degas grounds this nude in 
the domain of the real through the natural arrangement of form and shape. Those same 
lines of her legs and waist, the curve of her breasts, and the play of shadows along her 
collarbone and hip are those of an actual woman, not an idealized one. The overall pose, 
then, can be read as yet another reason for the model’s distant facial expression and 
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rejecting body language. As an artistic object, she is designed for display, but as an 
individual character within the pictorial narrative, she appears to separate herself 
mentally from the fact of her objectifying nudity. 
This work and this specific pose 
mark a beginning of Degas’s 
exploration of negative emotion and 
physical exposure of the female nude in 
other media. Although Degas himself 
may or may not have felt any particular 
empathy toward the women in these 
works, the impact of their distressed 
body language is clear. Specifically, the 
introduction of humanizing distress 
centralizes the woman’s experience in 
the pictorial narrative for the viewer 
and disrupts his or her ability to reduce 
her to a mere object. Degas reproduced 
versions of this pose in the monotype Nude Woman Drying Her Face (fig. 7) the charcoal 
and pastel drawing Bather (Standing Female Nude) (c. 1896, Princeton University Art 
Museum) (fig. 8), and the bronze Woman Taken Unawares (modeled c. 1896, cast 1920, 
Figure 7: Nude Woman Drying Her Face – 
1877-79, monotype on paper 
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Metropolitan Museum of Art) (fig. 9).107 In all of 
these works, the nude woman’s body language 
telegraphs a strong emotional response in reaction to 
her exposure, be it to the implicit male voyeur within 
the work’s fictional narrative or, by extension, to the 
viewer. Certainly, the kind of violence visited upon 
these women as a result of sexualizing and 
objectifying voyeurism is not of the scale as that 
inflicted upon those in Scène de guerre, but these two 
types of violation exist on the same spectrum. It 
seems therefore reasonable that Degas would 
reproduce some measure of the body language 
present in Scène de guerre when he reproduces the pose. Whether intentional or not, 
Degas’s inclusion of this telegraphing body language crystallizes the narrative of these 
works around the woman’s implied response to her voyeuristic exposure. These works 
not only display an attractive female form; they also allow her to offer some limited 
commentary on that display. Each iteration of this woman across the various media 
demonstrates her discomfort in a similar way: she works to shield her nudity from the 
                                                 
107 Nude Woman Drying Her Face is also titled Femme nue s’essuyant la figure (private 
collection, c. 1877-79) in the exhibition catalog for Degas: A Strange New Beauty 
(Hauptman,149). The exhibition catalog for Degas and the Nude lists the same monotype 
as The Bather (c. 1879, private collection). Fig. 7 is a photograph I took at the exhibition 
Degas: A Strange New Beauty at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 
Figure 8: Bather (Standing Female 
Nude) - c. 1896, charcoal and pastel 
on bright, light blue wove paper 
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prying gaze of an implicitly male voyeur. Body language surpasses the limits of pose and 
gesture and becomes simply language. Such an elevation necessarily centralizes the 
female experience within these works for the viewer and renders the woman depicted as 
much a subject of the work as the objectifying trauma she 
undergoes. Regardless of any specific representational 
intent on the part of the artist himself, Degas’s women 
speak with their bodies, and that discourse elucidates his 
works.  
In Nude Woman Drying Her Face, the woman in 
question stands huddled at the very edge of the image 
and clutches a towel to her cheek. Its cascading folds 
barely conceal her form; the fringed bottom edge hangs 
in a V-shape that alludes to her genitals even as it covers 
them. Her hunched shoulder, the tense lines of her bicep 
and calf, and her inwardly rotated right knee radiate unease and a defensive shrinking of 
the body. Degas repeats the positions of her leg and shoulder in Bather (Standing Female 
Nude) and Woman Taken Unawares. The women in both of these later works cover their 
genitals with their self-consciously clasped hands and lean forward as though sharply 
turning away from someone. Degas crops Bather at the mid-calf and, more crucially, at 
the neck, thereby excluding the woman’s facial expression from the work. Nevertheless, 
he conveys her unease with touches of pastel. A light pink serves doubly to highlight the 
sensuous, rounded expanse of her hip and to charge the lines of her outer thighs, 
Figure 9: Woman Taken 
Unawares - modeled c. 1896, 
cast 1920, bronze 
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shoulders, and neck with palpable tension. The reddish-orange shadows across her 
breasts, stomach, and inner thighs obscure the detail of these areas and cast them as a 
kind of negative space that is partially withheld from the viewer. The overall effect is of a 
tightly coiled spring about to burst free of the confines of Degas’s image and flee the 
frame altogether. In the sculpture Woman Taken Unawares, Degas is even more explicit 
about the voyeuristic element of the work. As the title suggests, the woman turns her 
head to look back over her shoulder at the presumably male invader of a private moment. 
Once again, sexualized exposure of a vulnerable body is paired with a clear indication of 
the woman’s objection to that exposure. 
In the second episode of his invaluable 1972 series on European art, Ways of 
Seeing, John Berger posits that “To be naked is to be oneself. To be nude is to be seen 
naked by others, and yet not recognized for oneself” (00:04:14-00:04:23) This 
perspective comes in response to that of historian Lord Kenneth Clark who, Berger 
paraphrases, claimed “being naked is simply being without clothes. The nude is a form of 
art” (00:03:58-00:04:11).108 Berger’s remarks reframe the female nude in many 
traditional European oil paintings as foremost an object of art and constructed artificiality 
rather than a depiction of a real woman. The female nude then represents simultaneously 
the deliberate exposure of the woman’s body by the artist and the superimposition of 
others’ desires onto that body rather than those of the depicted character. In my analysis, 
Degas complicates this understanding of the female nude by representing these women’s 
                                                 
108 Berger is responding specifically to Clark’s 1956 book The Nude: a study in ideal 
form.  
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personal reaction to this display – in this case, their discomfort – alongside the 
sexualization of their bodies. These three works in particular stand as a kind of moving 
away – in however limited a degree – from the purely performative, objectified nude 
Berger so often identifies towards a fuller depiction of the unclothed woman as a subject 
with her own thoughts and feelings that may run counter to those of the viewer who sees 
her. This is not to say that Degas views the women he depicts in these works with any 
specific emotional regard, but rather that in his desire to capture the nude woman as she 
is, he also instills her image with humanizing details that speak to whom she is beyond 
the mere representative of the genre. Much as he did for the man in Male Nude, Degas 
elevates the woman’s body language to the status of narrative discourse rather than 
simply a means of highlighting her physical attributes. To use Berger’s terms, Degas’s 
unclothed women stand somewhere between the artistically objectified “nude” and the 
individually personified “naked.” In turn, this liminality elevates the women he depicts 
closer to the status of subject, thereby fundamentally challenging the previous conception 
of the nude genre. 
This progression within Degas’s works does not constitute a clear escape from the 
patriarchy as such, but rather a display of perhaps unconscious resistance against it from 
within the confines of its own tropes. The contested nature of this resistance remains 
especially fraught given that both the women’s vulnerability and the perceived violation 
of their privacy by the voyeur contribute to the works’ titillating qualities for the 
presumably male, heterosexual viewer. However, the “turning inward” remains important 
in that it disrupts the simpler narrative of the female nude’s one-dimensional appeal as an 
 148 
 
object of desire. Certainly, the poses in Nude Woman Drying her Face, Bather, and 
Woman Taken Unawares do not offer the same sultry allure as Botticelli’s similarly 
posed Venus or even Degas’s precocious ballerinas. Carol Armstrong refers to this 
phenomenon of the female nude rejecting the external viewer’s gaze as “reflexivity.” She 
writes of Degas’s series of nudes and bathers in the last Impressionist show in 1886 that:  
the gaze of the viewer is radically confronted by, but just as radically 
excluded from, the series of nudes: the viewer is almost bodily ousted 
from most of these images by the inflated and enlarged backs of the 
nudes pushed right up to the foreground… If voyeurism was one of the 
issues in the dance pictures, it was now the issue, and, now clearly, as a 
mode of viewing it was predicated on absolute exclusion (166).  
 
She goes on to ground her discussion of the bathers’ reflexivity in the “reflexive actions” 
and reflexive verbs that defined the series: “se baignant, se lavant, s’essuyant, se séchant, 
se peignant.” The narrative of these images is almost entirely predicated on the 
relationship the depicted woman has with herself through the intimate care and attention 
she grants her own body. 
With their hands planted on hips and backsides, tucked against 
stomachs, pressed against chests, passed under and over shoulders and 
legs, glued to napes of necks, reaching for feet and mops of hair, the 
nudes are a group of images of bodies turned insistently toward and in 
on themselves. That is emphasized by the way so many of the nudes are 
doubled and folded over, one bodily surface sandwiched against 
another, so that external contours become internal creases and gestural 
extremities are linked to a kind of uterine interiority (Armstrong 184) 
 
While neither Nude Woman Drying her Face, nor Bather, nor Woman Taken 
Unawares were part of the 1886 series, they all exhibit a similar degree of reflexivity. 
Nowhere does this exclusion of the viewer as described by Armstrong feel more explicit 
than in the Met gallery where Woman Taken Unawares is displayed. The pudica pose 
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Degas selected for this piece has a long history in representations of the nude; his 
innovation was to apply it here to a modern bather. Doubtlessly the museum curators 
were aware of this when they chose how to place the statue for display. Yet the fact that 
both Degas and the curators reference artistic tradition only magnifies the impact of the 
model’s already defensive posture. The curators have positioned her with her back to the 
viewer in a long glass case that wraps around the walls of the gallery. The middle section 
of the case on this wall also protrudes further into the room. Woman Taken Unawares 
stands just beyond this protruding section in an awkward niche. When standing directly 
in front of the sculpture, the viewer sees her face just barely visible peeking over her 
shoulder as she crouches forward and away from the curious gaze of the museum’s 
patrons. Any effort to get a better glimpse of her by changing the viewing angle is 
thwarted by the structure of the glass case itself. Stepping to the left of center yields too 
shallow an angle and exacerbates the reflection of the display lights on the museum glass. 
Stepping to the right requires backing up two or three feet, rounding the protruding 
corner of the center section of the display case, and then looking through three layers of 
glass set at angles to one another. These curatorial choices, whether by intention or 
accident, reaffirm what this woman’s body language already expresses: that nudity, 
although public, remains in some way a private affair and that the woman in question 
could either exercise some choice in determining access, or at a minimum, react to being 
denied that choice. 
The question of public versus private nudity in Degas’s work intersects with 
Berger’s comments on the “nude” versus the “naked” through the lens of Kathryn 
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Brown’s critical article “The Aesthetics of Presence: Looking at Degas’s Bathers.” In 
that article, Brown rejects the wholesale application of Anthea Callen’s “keyhole 
perspective” to all of Degas’s bathers (331), and even contends that Carol Armstrong’s 
“reflexivity” with its inherent presupposition of intrusive voyeurism need not apply to all 
of these works (332).109 Instead, Brown divides Degas’s nudes into the broad categories 
of “observed subject” and “solitary subject” works. She defines the “solitary subject” 
works as ones in which the woman is “simply alone and unobserved” (“Aesthetics” 336). 
This definition contrasts with that of the “observed subject” works, which Brown 
categorizes in keeping with the readings of Callen and Armstrong. “The composition of 
the [observed subject] works suggests a form of looking in which an onlooker pries into 
the private moments and transactions of others” and in which the work itself offers some 
structural evidence for “the implied spectatorial gaze of a spy or voyeur” (“Aesthetics” 
334). All three of these pieces - Nude Woman Drying Her Face, Bather, and Woman 
Taken Unawares – stand as clear examples of “observed subject” works. The primary 
evidence of a voyeur, as previously discussed, is the “reflexive” and excluding body 
language of the women themselves: they turn inward on themselves in such a way that 
they seem to safeguard some personal privacy against the prying eyes of others. As in 
many of the “observed subject” works cited by Brown, Nude Woman Drying Her Face 
                                                 
109 Callen defines this perspective as often suggesting the presence of the male voyeur at 
the far margins of the image or just outside the frame of the work, rather than explicitly 
present in the scene. In some cases, he stands in the position of the viewer. The male gaze 
in these works then implicates the viewer as complicit in the voyeuristic act of looking at 
the woman’s nude body (109). 
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also features one of Degas’s most frequent compositional references to the voyeur: a 
prominent vertical line that divides the image, thereby enclosing the woman in a kind of 
implicit frame and physically encroaching on her space, much as the voyeur encroaches 
upon her privacy. This line can take many forms, such as an ajar door, a screen, or 
occasionally the explicit inclusion of a male voyeur’s shadow or profile (Rey 97). Here, 
Degas renders this architectural element as the edge of a curtain or a dressing screen in 
the center of the monotype. The screen separates the woman’s room between her heavily 
foregrounded dressing table, complete with its outsized ewer and basin for personal 
ablutions, and its compositional analog, the rumpled bed in the background: together, 
these details define this room as the locus of the fille publique. Between the two, although 
distancing herself from both, stands the woman herself – her body is the leitmotif that 
unites all of Degas’s brothel monotypes, as well as much of his work in other media. In 
this monotype in particular, the trappings of the space and their implicit depiction of 
prostitution literally dominate the image and push her to the edge of the frame. Through 
this compositional choice, Degas then establishes two concurrent narratives: that of 
prostitution in general as a domain that favors the performative and effaces the individual 
– the woman as nude – and that of this particular prostitute who demonstrates private 
emotions about her situation – the woman as naked. 
The women in these works display body language that retreats from voyeuristic 
objectification and telegraphs their unease or possible shame regarding the sexualization 
of their bodies. However, Degas does not universally depict prostitution or female 
sexuality as shameful or even necessarily distasteful to the women in his works. 
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Revisiting the figure study Nude 
Woman, Standing, Seen Full Front for 
Scène de guerre allows Degas’s work on 
the nude to take on another dimension 
already hinted at in the analysis of the 
previous series of works. While the 
overall narrative of Scène de guerre is 
one of female suffering and distress 
regarding her violated body, the 
preparatory study remains more 
ambiguous in emotional meaning. She 
shields her genitals from view, but her 
facial expression, incomplete though it 
is, offers more confrontation of the 
viewer than embarrassment about her state of undress or any presumed sexual violence. 
Degas explores a similar tension between the female nude’s (perhaps expected) personal 
shame regarding her sexual commodification and a more neutral or even self-indulgent 
attitude toward her body throughout several other works, including both “observed 
subject” and “solitary subject” pieces.  
A case study of Degas’s varying and ambiguous approaches to these questions 
may be made through examining three pieces in different media: the monotype Femme 
debout dans une baignoire (fig. 10), the pastel Woman Having her Hair Combed (c. 
Figure 10: Femme debout dans une baignoire 
– 1935, photoetched reproduction of 
monotype (c. 1878) 
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1886-88; Metropolitan Museum of 
Art) (fig. 11), and the bronze statue 
Dancer at Rest, Hands behind her 
Back, Right Leg Forward (modeled c. 
1895, cast 1920; Metropolitan 
Museum of Art) (fig. 13).110 Like the 
trio of works mentions above, these 
pieces share certain unifying 
compositional elements of pose and 
expression. In all three, a nude woman 
stretches slightly backwards. She 
arches her spine and tips back her 
head in a gesture of casual enjoyment 
of her own body. Aside from this unifying aspect of pose, there are sharp differences 
among these works. In the first, a prostitute stands in a deep tub and leans backwards into 
her male client; his eyes are just visible above her face. Her widely splayed arms are bent 
at the elbow as she burrows her hands in her hair. In Woman Having her Hair Combed, 
an apparently bourgeois woman sits on a chaise longue; her hands press deeply into her 
                                                 
110 Femme debout dans une baignoire (c. 1878) is known only from photoetched 
reproductions (Metropolitan Museum of Art) of the 1935 edition of Pierre Louÿs’s book 
Mimes des courtisanes de Lucien (1899). Several of Degas’s monotypes of brothel scenes 
were chosen to illustrate this edition. Figure 10 is a photograph I took while examining 
the reproduction in the Met’s Drawing and Prints Study Room. 
Figure 11: Woman Having Her Hair Combed - 
1886-88, pastel on light green wove paper 
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hips and the small of her back.111 Behind her, a maid combs her luxurious red hair. The 
sculpture offers yet another permutation of pose and status: a ballet dancer stretches idly 
in an informal version of fourth position. As in the pastel, her hands push against her 
lower back to further extend her spine. Yet, in each, Degas illuminates female pleasure as 
a particularly physical and corporeal experience that depends on the woman’s 
relationship with her own body rather than her body’s relationship to others. The bent 
elbow that continually redirects the viewer’s eye back toward the woman’s body 
emphasizes the auto-relational aspects of these works. In a sense, these women resist 
objectification by claiming an ownership of their own bodies that overshadows the 
works’ voyeuristic elements.  
Because Femme debout dans une baignoire is a brothel scene that explicitly 
includes a client’s gaze, this work risks dismissal as merely duplicating his voyeuristic 
pleasure for the viewer. Indeed, this is one of the few monotypes in which Degas 
uncompromisingly portrays a woman’s “full frontal” nudity. Every detail of her figure 
and of the composition of the image seem to invite the gaze to sexualize and objectify the 
woman’s body. Her arched back and the v-shaped angle of her bent elbows draw the eye 
to her exposed breasts and defined nipples. Similarly, the slanted outline of the tub and 
the bold outline of her inner thighs pull the gaze to her navel and the dark triangle of her 
                                                 
111 I agree with Norma Broude that this painting, like many of Degas’s bathers, represents 
a “respectable” woman (“French Feminism” 657). Many of the bathers do, however, 
display an ambiguity that disrupts the expected division between prostitute and femme 
comme il faut. Woman Having her Hair Combed may also be read as depicting a high-
class courtesan in the style of Zola’s Nana. 
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vulva. These strong lines explicitly frame and exhibit her sexuality as though offering up 
her attributes for inspection. 
However, the pose itself conveys none 
of the performativity one might expect in a 
purely erotic work. She offers neither false 
modesty nor inviting gestures. Instead, her 
attention seems to be focused solely on 
washing her hair. This pleasurable action, not 
her exposed body, generates the sensual 
energy of the image. Moreover, she remains 
the sole beneficiary of this particular sensory 
experience. Her stretching neck, along with 
the set of her mouth and one visible eye 
suggest her pleasure, but her experience does not include the viewer or even the client 
standing behind her. Indeed, both the viewer and the client are explicitly excluded from 
this sensation even as they bear witness to it. Not only is the client almost completely 
obscured by the woman’s body, but his position close behind her precludes him from 
engaging in the overt ogling of her figure one finds in other Degas monotypes such as 
Admiration (fig. 12).112 In fact, the woman’s body so dominates the image that the 
client’s presence becomes utterly secondary to hers. He is so overshadowed that his eyes 
                                                 
112 1877-1880; Bibliothèque de l’Institut National d’Histoire de l’Art. 
Figure 12: Admiration - c. 1877-80, 
monotype retouched with pastel 
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are initially read as hers: the flesh of her neck and her tilted face merge with his eyes to 
create a single, almost alien visage. The woman then gains at least partial ownership of 
the very gaze that would typically have objectified and marginalized her. The viewer, in 
turn, cannot fully access her sensual pleasure in washing her hair for the same reason: the 
almost painfully unnatural tilt of her head precludes a clear view of her face. Further, the 
confusing fusion of her neck and face with the client’s eyes creates a distorted and jarring 
effect that pushes the viewer out of the frame. For the viewer, the direct gaze of these two 
faces as one sharply challenges the act of voyeurism. 
Comparing Femme debout dans une baignoire and Admiration renders even more 
apparent the ways in which Degas subverts the tropes of the objectifying voyeur and the 
objectified woman in both works, albeit in different ways. Both monotypes were created 
around the same time, so it is reasonable that they should confront similar questions. In 
the latter, a woman with her back to the viewer stands in a deep tub; her hands busily pin 
up her hair. A client rests his chin on the edge of the tub as he gazes up at her in rapt 
admiration. Femme debout dans une baignoire shows the woman’s pose as natural and 
self-involved; her pleasure is strictly her own and draws none of its impact from the 
presence or desires of others. In Admiration, her stance seems more deliberately 
performative. Her back arches unnaturally; the jut of her hip and the set of her pulled-
back shoulders seem similarly calibrated for visual impact rather than comfort. The 
exaggerated s-curve of her spine and torso visually extends into that of the oversized 
ewer on the washstand beyond. In turn, this object stands as a pictorial metaphor for her 
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body: its curving shape is visually pleasing, and its hollow interior means it can be filled 
with whatever the user desires.  
This visual metaphor frequently recurs throughout Degas’s monotypes and 
pastels, but in this image, Degas does something different. The body of the woman, just 
as the shape of the ewer, draws in the viewer’s eye specifically because of the sensual 
impact of its smooth, rounded forms. Certainly, the client in Admiration is transfixed by 
the woman’s aesthetically appealing body. The client (and to some extent the viewer) 
experiences sensual or sexual pleasure in looking at her. Yet, the composition of this 
piece suggests that although she is eliciting the pleasure of others, she is not acting for 
them. Instead, the dynamic between the nude woman and her client resembles that 
between Beauty and her admiring poets in Baudelaire’s poem “La Beauté.” She seems to 
want to be looked at and employs her sexuality to that end. By controlling the 
objectifying male gaze, the woman exerts some level of soft power over her voyeurs. In a 
sense, she uses her purchased flesh to subdue her purchaser. The same curves that draw 
in the viewer’s gaze also keep the eye continuously moving around the image, sliding 
from woman to ewer to wash basin and back again. The image resists the lingering eye of 
the voyeur, thereby shaping what and how the woman is seen. Similarly, the client’s 
subservient, explicitly marginalized position within the image clearly demonstrates the 
woman’s control over the scene. At least in the moment depicted, she alone sets the tone 
and limits of their interaction. The very features that invite objectification and 
sexualization of the woman also grant her a certain level of influence over those who 
would objectify or sexualize her. Through the act of arranging her hair, she actively 
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engages in the performance of “putting on” the stereotypical markers of beauty that draw 
the client’s admiration. Indeed, if there is any feminine pleasure to be found in this 
monotype, it might best be read as a kind of delight in gaining the upper-hand – however 
temporarily – in an otherwise deeply unequal social system. 
To return to Woman Having her Hair Combed and Dancer at Rest, Hands behind 
her Back, Right Leg Forward, consider once again the independent experience of 
pleasure in Femme debout dans une baignoire. Her enjoyment of the act of washing her 
hair is grounded in her ability to appreciate the sensations of her own body without 
necessarily falling into self-consciousness or performativity. Her actions read as natural 
and uncomplicated. Regardless of why Degas chose to frame her body as he did, her 
experience seems to be genuine. The women depicted in Woman Having her Hair 
Combed and Dancer at Rest offer a similarly uninhibited experience of the self. These 
works also mark a somewhat different kind of exclusion of the voyeur than that discussed 
through Armstrong’s “reflexivity.”113 Here it is not the women’s bodies or the 
composition that excludes or resists the viewer. Instead, these women’s experience of 
their own bodies becomes the focus to an extent that renders the viewer’s presence 
unimportant. 
                                                 
113 Woman Having her Hair Combed was most likely referenced in the title of the 1886 
Impressionist show, as the bather “se peignant,” although the pastel probably wasn’t 
displayed (Shackelford 133). As Armstrong centered her idea of “reflexivity” on this 
specific group of works and their emphasis on doubled-over and closed-off bodies, the 
divergence of Woman Having her Hair Combed from that trend is especially note-
worthy. 
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All three of these works can arguably be placed in Brown’s category of “observed 
subject” works; they all clearly convey the presence of others in the scene who bear 
witness to the woman’s body. Yet, they also carry at least some of the hallmarks Brown 
ascribes to “solitary subject” works. 
The [solitary subject] works depict an aspect of nineteenth-century private 
life, but in a way that does not bring into play the gaze of an implied 
spectator and the range of social and power relations associated with the 
imposition of such a gaze. In other words, the solitary subject works are 
depicted from a perspective, but that perspective is not relevant to the 
fictional content of the works (“Aesthetics” 336).  
 
Woman Having her Hair Combed does in fact depict a moment of private life. The 
bourgeois woman in question seems to have just left her bath. A large, fluffy, white towel 
draped over the deeply tufted chaise longue protects it from any remaining moisture on 
her skin. The maid behind her grips her hair with a gentle confidence likely borne of long 
practice. Yet the presence of the maid does not correspond with the perspective of the 
viewer, nor does it imply any hint of voyeurism. Indeed, the very mundanity of the maid 
and her task confirms the intimate aspect of the work. The image and its narrative are 
self-contained. Even the apparent perspective of the artist in framing the work confirms 
the closed nature of this world: to view such a scene from this angle, one would have to 
stand on a tall stool just past the end of the chaise longue. This clearly unnatural angle 
precludes any hint of a voyeuristic keyhole perspective, meaning that neither the artist 
nor the viewer are meant to stand within the scene. As Brown posited, the viewer’s 
“perspective is not relevant to the fictional content” of this work. Instead, Degas invites 
us to focus on the woman herself and her enjoyment of this everyday moment.  
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Here, the unclothed woman leans significantly more toward Berger’s concept of 
the “naked” – a person without clothes seen for herself – rather than the “nude” – a 
person without clothes who is instead seen as an object for others. This distinction 
depends upon an understanding of this moment as one predicated on the woman’s lived 
experience being different from but equally complex as that of a man, and therefore 
infers the woman’s ability to stand as a pictorial subject. For Degas, and indeed for most 
of his male contemporaries, the sensations experienced by this woman would likely have 
been unfamiliar and abstract. Hairstyles for European men of this era tended to be rather 
short, and they certainly didn’t lend themselves to being combed by another person. This 
woman’s long, unconfined hair and exposed body may have carried some erotic charge 
for men, but the scene doesn’t overtly highlight the erotic. In fact, the pleasure evidenced 
by the woman’s nearly closed eyes, slightly parted lips, and soft expression bears no 
specific relation at all to contact with men: the moment is decidedly homosocial in 
nature. Because of this, men’s identification with the image may have been limited. In 
short, the specific content of this image may partially impede the viewer’s ability to 
objectify this woman as a nude. 
On the other hand, women, both modern and contemporary, frequently wear their 
hair longer for at least some portion of their lives. As such, they are much more likely to 
have experienced the particular sensation of having someone else comb their hair, and are 
more able to identify in concrete terms with the women in this scene. The tilt of the 
bourgeois woman’s head and shoulders especially grounds this image in the real rather 
than the artistic. Unlike the unnatural head position Degas produced in Femme debout 
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dans une baignoire, this pose immediately resonates as realistic. Her facial expression 
confirms this moment as one of sensual pleasure, but her body language conveys a more 
nuanced understanding of that pleasure. Her head leans back as her shoulders curve 
forward to support her neck and balance out the force of the maid’s toned forearm pulling 
the comb through her hair. Her hands planted firmly on her lower back and her 
lengthened spine further support her torso. Degas carefully elaborates a dark crease at the 
base of her neck and the somewhat lighter one at the fold between her left upper thigh 
and stomach to reinforce the tension in her body as she holds her balance. With an 
especially subtle touch, Degas allows her feet to hover just slightly off the floor and away 
from the chaise longue; she uses her legs to counter the force of the comb pulling her 
head backwards. A pose that in the abstract seems relaxing and passive in fact displays 
the woman’s full engagement with her body – an engagement that is apparent to the 
viewer only if she or he can project themselves into the woman’s perspective. Through 
carefully recreating the human form in this decidedly modern pose, Degas also managed 
to capture something of what it is to own a female body. Regardless of his intention, 
Degas therefore also shifts the depiction of unclothed women closer to the “naked” than 
the “nude” and closer to the status of artistic subject than artistic object. 
It bears repeating that although both Femme debout dans une baignoire and 
Woman Having her Hair Combed involve a certain erotic appeal, the feminine pleasure 
these works depict hinges more on the sensual – meaning “of the senses” – than the 
sexual. In the latter piece especially, Degas shifts the focus away from the woman’s 
sexuality to highlight instead the delicate interplay of musculature, color, and form. He 
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lavishes sumptuous attention on her hair and the finer details of her ears, nipples, and 
even her navel. Yet her genitals are completely absent. Her belly merges smoothly into 
the top of her similarly-colored right thigh with only a faint crease to mark the transition. 
The dark pubic triangle in Femme debout dans une baignoire here is all but erased. 
Instead, the dominant triangular shape in this work is the bourgeois woman’s jutting 
elbow, crowned by her thumb sinking deeply into her 
fleshy hip. The gesture is one of familiarity and self-
possession: she literally holds her own body in her 
hands and lays claim to its dimensions. Her elbow 
effectively isolates her from both the maid and the 
background of the piece. The sharp lines of her arm 
direct and redirect the viewer’s eye from her face to her 
body and back again such that one cannot be separated 
from the other. Degas thus makes clear that she controls 
her own body as well as her domestic space to the 
exclusion of other possible power dynamics. Degas then 
carries this desexualization of the unclothed woman into 
the public sphere through some of his many sketches, pastels, and sculptures of 
ballerinas.  
This particular pose and its accompanying implications about the female form 
stand out in the small bronze Dancer at Rest. As in the other two works, erotic voyeurism 
is subsumed and the body is desexualized by the introspective qualities of the woman 
Figure 13: Dancer at Rest, 
Hands Behind Her Back, Right 
Leg Forward - modeled ca. 
1895, cast 1920, bronze 
 163 
 
portrayed rather than by the direct physical exclusion of the viewer as defined by 
Armstrong’s “reflexivity.” In fact, all three pieces offer decidedly open body language in 
sharp contrast to the more closed-off poses considered at the beginning of this chapter. 
Here, the ballerina strongly grounds herself through her legs in a very casual fourth 
position. With her head thrown back and her wide stance, she is miles away from the 
shrinking and recoiling bodies in Nude Woman Drying her Face and Woman Taken 
Unawares. The line extending from her tilted head, down her back, and around her lifted 
buttocks follows a steep s-curve, punctuated by the almost harsh, geometric thrust of her 
elbows. This is a pose that unapologetically holds space.  
The medium of sculpture itself puts the piece on the same plane as the viewer. 
Like a figure study come to life, she is viscerally inscribed into our world in a way that is 
not possible in two-dimensional art. Yet this translation in medium does not fully explain 
how effectively Degas replicates the energy found in the other two pieces into this 
sculpture. More than simply taking up space with her body, she also radiates control of 
the space immediately around her. Her stance is more open and commanding than the 
other two works. Her upthrust chin grants her a belligerent air. Defined core muscles and 
athletic limbs render her body powerful and energetic in a way that evokes Athena 
surveilling the battlefield. Indeed, Degas seems to have carefully tailored her pose to 
emphasize strength over sensuality. Her breasts are small and correspond to the line of 
her torso. Even the long, almost exaggerated s-curve of her back – the seemingly 
quintessential Degas reference to femininity – is calibrated for power and grace rather 
than erotic appeal. Here, as in many of Degas’s works, the woman’s nudity is functional, 
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not strictly aesthetic. It offers a purposeful exploration of form rather than an exploitation 
of that form. Degas himself voiced this view, as recounted by his contemporary, the critic 
and journalist François Thiébault-Sisson: 
The only reason that I made wax figures of animals and humans was 
for my own satisfaction, not to take time off from painting and 
drawing, but in order to give my paintings and drawings greater 
expression, greater ardour and more life. They are exercises to get me 
going; documentary, preparatory motions, nothing more. None of this 
is intended for sale… What matters to me is to express nature in all its 
aspects, movement in its exact truth, to accentuate bone and muscle 
and the compact firmness of flesh (Lloyd 275). 114 115 
 
Precisely because this sculpture successfully captures the “compact firmness of 
flesh” Degas sought, it is difficult to conceive of this specific piece as purely preparatory. 
Unlike his less finished sculptures, Dancer at Rest shows a high degree of refinement. 
Her smooth skin and delicately executed musculature confirm Degas’s abilities as a fine 
modeler with a keen eye for detail. It is these very features that lend the piece its dramatic 
stage presence. Yet as in the other two works, this woman commands attention and 
attracts the eye precisely because she is not performing – that is, she is not acting as the 
performative object of the gaze. Although the nature of ballet suggests an audience, this 
sculpture does not occupy the implicit setting of the opera house stage illuminated in 
                                                 
114 Only the original wax Little Dancer Aged Fourteen (1878-81; National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C.) was exhibited in Degas’s lifetime. The rest stayed in his studio, in 
their original wax, plastiline, and clay forms, until after his death. His family authorized 
Albino Palazzolo to do a limited-edition casting in bronze in 1918 (Barbour and Sturman 
180). 
115 The original source of this quote is out of print. Christopher Lloyd cites the quote in 
his Drawings and Pastels and credits the original source as follows: Thiébault-Sisson, 
François. “Degas sculpteur raconté par lui-même,” Le Temps, May 23, 1921, 3. 
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many of Degas’s pastels. Instead, Degas seems to have plucked her from an idle moment 
in the semi-public realm of the rehearsal. Signs of this abound in the divergence of her 
pose from the codified norms of ballet. Her feet are at least nominally in fourth position 
tombé, but they appear much too far apart, and their alignment and angles are clumsy. 
Additionally, her weight is centered relatively evenly over both legs, suggesting this is a 
static standing pose rather than a transition into movement – the expected use of a tombé. 
The sharp, triangular position of her arms directly contradicts the long, extended lines or 
soft, rounded shapes of formal ballet. Her torso is pulled up more or less correctly, but 
her arching neck and tilted chin also deviate from the standard forms. Although the lines 
of the sculpture itself telegraph grace and elegance, they consistently undercut the forms 
of those qualities as prescribed by ballet. The cumulative effect of Degas’s choices 
crystallizes in a woman who inhabits the space of ballet but whose body in this moment 
remains firmly her own despite the codified nature of her profession. 
Overall, the pose resembles nothing so much as a casual stretch on the sidelines. 
Whether she has already practiced her choreography or is awaiting her cue, she shows no 
sign of self-consciousness or of engagement with a viewer. This sculpture exists in a 
liminal moment between action and inaction and between the woman’s body as an object 
of artistic expression or as the locus of woman’s experience as a subject. As she stands 
between these roles, it is as though Degas has given us a glimpse into the spaces between 
the various socially defined expectations of femininity to the human being who lies 
beneath. In this moment, with the breath that lifts her chin and lengthens her spine, she 
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radiates her individual existence. Following Berger, the “naked” has replaced the 
“nude.”116 
Who You Are and What You Do: The Hazy Line Between Subject and Object 
One of the key points of inquiry regarding the differences (or lack thereof) 
between Degas’s depictions of the nudity of prostitutes and dancers and that of 
apparently bourgeois bathers is the question of work.117 The former might display, move, 
and groom their bodies as part of a profession: these acts are presumed to be for others 
and carry a certain economic value. But the bathers’ ablutions and corporeal attentions 
are presumed to be for themselves.118 Art in which female nudity is coded as a function 
of labor – be it sex work or otherwise –ran distinctly counter to the broader tradition of 
the aesthetic female nude, whose unclothed state implied a certain languidness and 
passivity.119 This distinction holds despite both labor- and leisure-driven feminine 
                                                 
116 A clothed version of this sculpture also exists. Dressed Dancer at Rest, Hands Behind 
her Back, Right Leg Forward (Second State) (modeled ca. 1895, cast 1920; Metropolitan 
Museum of Art) is on view in the same gallery. By dressing his figure, Degas increases 
the size and prominence of her breasts and shifts the focus of the piece from the dancer’s 
strong, assured body to the shape of her full skirts. The woman herself becomes 
somewhat lost as Degas walks the line between portraying the female body as a woman 
and portraying it as an armature upon which to drape a highly gendered and socially 
laden garment. This contrast with Dancer at Rest renders even more striking the 
ambiguity and freedom of the unclothed statue. 
117 As noted above, many of the bather pictures are ambiguous and may be read as either 
bourgeois women or high-class courtesans. Either position would grant the woman a 
certain level of financial stability and independence that would allow her the space to 
experience pleasure and her body for her own ends. 
118 This presumption does not negate the social pressures faced by bourgeois women to 
maintain a certain appearance in order to succeed in the “marriage market” and to project 
her social class. 
119 Manet’s Olympia (1863; Musée d’Orsay) is perhaps the best-known example of a 
prostitute’s nudity directly challenging the trope of the languid, consumable nude. 
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undress in art serving the 
pleasure of a viewer. 
Notably, neither Degas’s 
working women nor his 
bourgeois ladies strictly 
embrace the false 
equivalence of nudity and 
idle eroticism. The often 
perfunctory rather than 
performative gestures of Degas’s 
bathers –whatever their presumed social class – also disrupt the idea of the nude as 
inherently eroticized. By contextualizing nudity – however subtly – as a function of 
circumstance rather than purely artistic aestheticism, Degas introduces ambiguity into the 
status of women in his art. Are they the subjects of their own, imagined lives, or do they 
remain the objects of a curious onlooker’s gaze? The question of what they do to and 
with their bodies, and for whom, can no longer be resolved by a simple supposition of 
social rank.  
Even the hairstyles Degas favored muddy the distinctions between women’s 
bodies at ease and at work. Variations on a few pinned-up styles can be found on women 
ranging from obvious prostitutes – such as in Admiration – to obvious bourgeois women 
Figure 14: Femme sortant du bain - c. 1876, 
pastel over monotype 
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– such as in Femme sortant du bain (fig. 14).120 The chosen coiffure of these women – a 
bun twisted up high on the crown of the head – is no doubt influenced by the practical 
necessities of bathing.121 Nevertheless, restrained hair doesn’t and didn’t carry the same 
unambiguously erotic charge as flowing tresses. This bun contributes to the 
desexualization of nudity in Femme sortant du bain. In the case of Admiration, however, 
this style invokes the prostitute’s profession by exposing her neck and lengthening the 
curve of her back: an ostensibly less erotic artistic choice thereby heightens the woman’s 
sexuality. This same choice also reinforces the visual pun between her curves and the 
form of the ewer on her dressing table – an item that, unlike the prostitute’s shallow tub, 
was frequently a shorthand for higher social status. Thus, Degas’s repetition of a single 
element creates varying effects that intersect to destabilize distinctions between prostitute 
and bourgeois woman and between the “vulgar” nudity of labor and the more acceptable 
nudity of leisure. The implication of this equivalence across social class demonstrates an 
attention to women as a unified group who are all equally worthy of and understandable 
through their depictions in art: they can all be subjects. 
                                                 
120 Pastel over monotype. c. 1876; Musée d’Orsay. 
121 Degas reuses this or a very similar style in nearly all his sculptures of dancers, 
including Dancer at Rest, as well as in many of his ballerina works in other media. The 
high, flattened bun has long constituted a universal uniform for ballerinas that has 
persisted because of its practicality and its emphasis on control. In these cases, the bun 
desexualizes the bodies of his dancers because it codes them as athletic, not erotic. His 
most famous sculpture, Little Dancer Aged Fourteen Years is a notable exception to his 
use of buns. Degas repeats her long braid in only one other sculpture, which was based on 
the same model: The Schoolgirl (modeled ca. 1879-81, cast 1956, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art). 
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Beyond hair style, Degas grants his nudes other shared qualities of pose, gesture, 
or setting that erase or at least further diminish the apparent divisions in their social 
status; prostitutes and bourgeois women alike are developed beyond the limits of simple 
sexual and artistic objectification.122 However, Degas’s subjectifying depictions of 
women are not universal. Although he does display a commonality of female experience 
and thus value in many works representing a single figure, he often makes a different 
choice when depicting together pairs of women of differing social ranks or professions. 
First, the maids and other working women who attend to his nudes almost always wear 
the uniforms of their trades. Second, their clothed bodies seem to reverse the nudes’ trend 
toward the status of subject rather than object. These maids offer no hint of textual 
resistance to that objectification, but instead provide a placid surface upon which to 
project the contextualizing details that render the bather a subject. Compare the 
composition of the maid to that of the nude in Woman Having her Hair Combed. While 
the bather is articulated with a clarity and precision that borders on portraiture, the maid 
who combs her hair is sharply cropped at the knees and the shoulders. Degas models her 
left forearm and hand with care, but he leaves her right hand ill-defined. The splotch of 
peachy salmon pastel that represents her right knuckles is almost identical in shade and 
texture to the fabric of her dress: indeed, her uniform stands in for her identity and erases 
her as an individual person. As this is the hand that holds the comb, Degas further elides 
                                                 
122 For a discussion of the critical argument that Degas’s bathers are prostitutes, not 
bourgeois women, see Broude’s article “Edgar Degas and French Feminism” (653-657). 
Like Broude, I do not subscribe to the view that all nudes depicted by Degas must 
necessarily be connected to prostitution. 
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her gesture with her attire – the visual representation of her profession. In addition to 
subtly equating her function with her self through the color of her shirtwaist, Degas 
grants her socially-coded clothing more physical space and more narrative significance 
within the painting than he does to her as an individual; she is unquestionably an object in 
this work, and remains strictly accessory to the image’s narrative.123 The maid is the more 
active of the two women, but she literally becomes part of the background that frames 
and contextualizes the body of her employer. Because she stands behind the chaise 
longue, her crisp, white apron forms a backdrop for the other woman’s luxurious red hair. 
By holding the ponytail in her hand, the maid becomes a prop to better display the 
potentially erotic tresses. The cascading folds of the maid’s apron also lead directly to the 
white towel upon which the bourgeois woman sits. Although texturally different, the 
unifying color and drapery of the two materials compositionally unite the maid with the 
other accoutrements of the bath. She is equally as essential to and as ultimately 
interchangeable as the thick, fluffy towel for defining the scene and establishing the 
social rank of the bather: by employing a maid and an expensive towel for her toilette, 
Degas affirms the bather’s place among the financially well-off. Femme sortant du bain 
offers another such example of this reading: Degas again positions the maid behind her 
                                                 
123 Alternatively, Wendy Lesser argues in her book His Other Half: Men Looking at 
Women through Art (1991) that Degas’s depiction of maids in this way does not efface 
their status as women, but rather shows that, unlike men, their presence does not inhibit 
the “complete unselfconsciousness” of their mistresses. “The maid’s ability to become 
like a piece of the background does not dehumanize her, but rather suggests her human 
responsiveness: she is as attentive to the needs of her mistress as women normally are to 
the needs of men” (75). 
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mistress; she holds up a towel that almost completely covers her face. Once again, the use 
of white pastel with grayish-black shading visually unites the towel, the maid’s apron, 
and her cap, thus reducing her to her function. 
Degas effects an even more literal erasure of the maid figure in his lithograph 
series After the Bath III and the closely related After the Bath (large version).124 
Throughout the many versions of these pieces, the maid appears, disappears, and 
reappears in a reduced capacity.125 The nude in these works is a reversed and reworked 
version of the woman in the lithograph transferred from the monotype, Nude Woman 
Standing, Drying Herself.126 As in the earlier lithograph series, the bather is strictly alone 
in all versions of After the Bath I and After the Bath II (Reed and Shapiro 231-240). In 
After the Bath III (first state) (fig. 15), Degas introduces the figure of the maid holding up 
a towel or a robe.127 As in Woman Having her Hair Combed and Femme sortant du bain, 
                                                 
124 My analysis of the lithographs in the After the Bath III series and the After the Bath 
(large version) series draws primarily from the versions held by the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York and the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. I will specify the 
home institution when discussing works held by only one of the two museums. 
125 Sue Welsh Reed and Barbara Stern Shapiro describe in detail the changes made from 
one image to the next and from one series to the next in the exhibition catalogue Edgar 
Degas: The Painter as Printmaker (1984). See pp 221-252 for images and further 
information about all the works in this lithograph series and the related series Nude 
Woman Standing, Drying Herself, After the Bath I, and After the Bath II (1891-92). 
126 1891-92. The MFA holds the 4th state of six, and the Met holds the 5th state. The 
differences between these two states are minimal and largely restricted to the background 
(Reed 222) 
127 Reed and Shapiro identify it as a robe in the entry regarding After the Bath III (241), 
but as a peignoir in their discussion of After the Bath (large version) (245). Comparing 
this object across the various states and series of the lithographs, as well as with the cloth 
held by the maid in Femme sortant du bain offers no firm conclusions. Here, I read this 
shape as a towel. In a later paragraph, I reread it as a peignoir. 
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the maid’s body largely serves as an armature to support the draped, white fabric that 
frames and sets off the form of the central bather while de-emphasizing the maid. Her 
face floats almost disembodied in the upper right corner of the image. The dark scribbles 
of her right hand blend into 
the striated texture of the 
wallpaper, and the black fabric 
of her sleeve dissolves her 
shoulder into shadow. The 
vertical folds of the towel also 
mimic the vertical marks that 
define the wallpaper, and thus 
merge into the same visual 
plane as the wall behind it. 
This optical illusion forms a 
continuous barrier that conceals 
the maid’s body and separates her 
from her mistress. The v-shaped sag at the top of the towel becomes a kind of window 
bridging the divided space between the two women. On one side of the towel stands the 
faceless – yet subjectified – bather, and on the other side, floats the face of the objectified 
maid. 
If the maid’s depiction in the first state is marginal, she is completely absent from 
the second state. Degas transferred the central bather to a smaller lithography stone for 
Figure 15: After the Bath III (first state of two) - 
1891-92, lithograph 
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this version but chose to exclude the maid, the back of the chaise longue, and most of the 
background details (Reed 241). Such an exclusion allows Degas to focus intently on form 
and shadow on the bather’s body. While his choice does heighten the visual impact of the 
bather, it remains telling that Degas seemingly put the maid in the same category as the 
other background details of the room: texturally interesting, but ultimately distracting 
from his depiction of the central female form. In this series, Degas seems to include the 
maid only in order to fill out the background of the image with appropriate window 
dressing. 
The After the Bath (large version) series shows a similar, though less complete, 
effacement of the maid from the image even as the towel she holds remains a prominent 
compositional feature.128 Besides appearing in several drawings associated with this 
lithographic series, the maid figure is also present in all five states of the work. In the first 
state, as in After the Bath III (first state) (Reed and Shapiro 247), the maid’s face and 
hand are just visible in the upper right corner of the piece. Here, Degas models both the 
bather and her servant rather sketchily. This unfinished effect pervades the print, although 
he maintains the same basic compositional elements seen throughout these related pieces: 
the position of the two figures, the prominent backdrop of the towel that frames the 
bather’s cascading hair, and the patterned wallpaper behind the two women. While both 
                                                 
128 There are five lithograph states and a few associated drawings in this series. The Art 
Institute of Chicago holds the third state. The MFA has the fourth and fifth states. The 
Met owns only the fifth state. My analysis of the first and second states draws from the 
images in Reed and Shapiro pp. 245-252, as they are not otherwise accessible. The first 
state is known only through the Delteil catalogue. The second state is in a private 
collection. 
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figures remain underdeveloped, Degas’s execution of the maid falls markedly short of 
that of the bather. Where he offers nuance of line and varied shading to give depth to the 
bather’s body, he defines the maid’s face, shoulder, and hand with heavy, quickly drawn 
strokes. The marks that define her features – be it eyebrow, eye, or mouth – are all 
roughly the same weight as those that anchor her profile and jaw. This homogeneity of 
line flattens the maid’s face and leaves her as two-dimensional as the wallpaper behind 
her.  
Degas also reduces the presence of her body in this state by comparison to After 
the Bath III by muddying the distinction between marks defining her form and those 
defining the towel she holds. The spidery lines of her fingers can easily be read as folds 
in the draping fabric. Likewise, her right shoulder disappears into the towel. The defining 
line of her shoulder is ambiguously placed. It doesn’t connect to her neck or her arm. 
Instead, her shoulder’s outline sprouts from the curving middle of the towel’s sagging top 
edge, and then runs parallel to that edge. Both marks follow the same curve, which 
creates visual confusion in reading the image. Their similar weight, shape, and position 
falsely suggest that both lines occupy the same plane and are part of the same object. Her 
shoulder effectively becomes part of the towel and consequently pushes her face further 
into the two-dimensional plane of the wall behind her. As her face becomes more visually 
distant from her body, her features lose their humanizing charge. The towel then usurps 
the visual importance ordinarily granted to faces and reaffirms the maid’s fragmentation. 
Faint diagonal lines meant to suggest the texture of the maid’s shirt offer the only firm 
evidence to counteract this flattened depth of field. The maid hovers in the background as 
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an afterthought to the bather, meant only to give a fuller context to Degas’ depiction of 
the nude.  
The second and third states exhibit a much higher degree of refinement than the 
first, with the third state (fig. 16) being largely a cleaner, darker version of the second. 
Degas shades and rounds out both 
women, although the maid receives less 
polishing. Degas thoughtfully 
manipulates the highlights and shadows 
on the bather’s skin, rendering her a 
vibrant and thoroughly modern study of 
the female nude. Reed and Shapiro call 
the third state the “most sculptural” 
version of the work (245). Certain 
changes to the maid also mitigate the 
visual confusion of the first state: Degas clarifies her facial features and adds a puffed 
black sleeve to firmly differentiate her shoulder from the towel she holds. In the third 
state especially, the shading on her jawline and the more delicate outlining of her profile 
finally succeed in pulling her out of the wallpaper’s visual plane. Now, instead of her 
face floating disembodied in the wallpaper, it is firmly attached to her torso.  
Yet these changes still don’t render the maid as three-dimensional as her mistress. 
In these second and third states of the lithograph, Degas transforms her fingers from 
ambiguous lines into fuller shapes, but he leaves them oddly executed and 
Figure 16: After the Bath (large version), 
third state - 1891-92, lithograph 
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disproportionately large. Their lack of shading allows them to recede somewhat into the 
dotted pattern of the wallpaper. In addition, the same diagonal marks on the maid’s shirt 
that distinguished her body from the towel in the first state here tie her form to that item. 
The shirt and the upper right corner of the towel share the same relative tonal value, and 
the textural lines of that garment echo the weight and draped effect of the towel’s folds. 
These commonalities once again collapse the visual space between the maid’s body and 
the towel so that she seems to be held up by it instead of the other way around. While she 
was part of the background in the first state, Degas here fuses her with a prop to create a 
unified set piece rather than a secondary character. The overall message is the same: the 
maid appears in the image primarily to contextualize and highlight his nude, and not as an 
equal participant in the visual narrative. 
The only known impression of the fourth state shows Degas’s close attention to 
further refining and reimagining the image. The top of the image is extended, and the 
dotted wallpaper becomes floral. The shading around the bather’s body darkens, 
especially in the upper left corner. Degas also enlarges her body and increases the subtle 
modeling and tonal contrasts of her back to draw the viewer’s eye. The revisions extend 
to the maid as well: her nose, mouth, and the curve of her cheek have been reworked. 
These changes transform her features from generic to specific and increase the viewer’s 
sense of her as a participant in the scene. Degas lengthens and reshapes her fingers into a 
more proportional and realistic form. Finally, he extends the black of her dress up to the 
neckline; a rounded collar is all that remains of her white, ruffled shirt.  
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However, the stone was not uniformly inked for this impression (Reed 249). The 
lower left and upper right corners don’t show the same tonal depth as the rest of the 
image. While it is impossible to say whether this variation was intentional or accidental, 
the effect is notable. As in the first state of After the Bath (large version), the maid’s face 
fades into the wallpaper behind her. Although the lines of her features in this version are 
clear, the poor tonal contrast between her face and the design of the wallpaper behind her 
creates visual confusion and renders her almost a ghostly presence. The swirling floral 
design of the wallpaper exacerbates this faded effect, but it also distorts the outline of her 
hand. As her hand recedes into the background, the towel she holds up takes on a more 
solid presence and itself becomes an extension of the wall. Even the dark shape of the 
maid’s dress contributes to the sense that she is almost transparent. Her reworked dress 
mirrors the ambiguous placement and darker tonality of the shading in the upper left 
corner. This seeming parallel allows the viewer to dismiss subconsciously the corners of 
the image as purely background for the centralized and highlighted bather. Instead of 
seeing the maid at first glance, the viewer’s eye almost involuntarily skips over her and 
mentally edits her out of the image. It is only upon the second or third look that the maid 
comes into view.  
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Finally, the fifth state (fig. 17) of this series fully transforms the maid from 
participant to almost surreal visual echo. In making this version, Degas transferred the 
fourth state to a larger stone. As part of this transfer, Degas again enlarged the bather so 
that her “monumental half-length figure” dominates the composition (Reed 248). Part and 
parcel of this hyper-focus on the body of the bather is the corresponding reduction – 
bordering on complete elimination – 
of the maid. Her fingers remain 
much the same as they were in the 
fourth state, but the rest of the maid 
doesn’t fare so well. Degas uses 
what Reed calls “judicious scraping 
of the shadowed areas” to lighten the 
piece’s overall tonality (248). But in 
the case of the maid, this “scraping” 
technique becomes compositional. 
Degas completely erases her shoulder and chest by removing their outlines and diffusing 
the darkened areas of her dress into the wall behind her. With this single change, he 
literally scratches out her body to remove her from the piece. What was once a human 
form becomes a vague shadow whose primary function is to define the towel.  
Similarly, the maid’s face is significantly minimized in this version. Although 
muted traces of her features remain, they appear to have been inked minimally or not at 
all. Instead, her face reads as a faded-out continuation of the floral wallpaper design. 
Figure 17: After the Bath (large version), fifth 
state - 1891-92, lithograph 
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Only upon careful inspection do her features become readable as human. At that point, 
her face seems so out-of-place as to be jarring. Rather than establishing the maid as a part 
of the scene, these faint traces of her presence insist upon her exclusion from it. Like the 
wispy artifacts in a double-exposed photograph, she is connected to the image but not 
fully part of it. Degas’s progressive elimination of the maid throughout this series of 
lithographs thus shows that although his work often elevates and centralizes women, 
especially the female nude, without simply objectifying them, he is not immune to 
reducing women in secondary roles to the status of contextualizing prop or background 
décor. He is willing to objectify them when his pictorial interest is focused elsewhere. 
Despite Degas’s choice to relegate maids to the status of object in many of these 
works, his views need not necessarily be interpreted as strictly classist or misogynist.129 
Rather, he takes these images of clothed and unclothed women of differing status as an 
opportunity to explore the body, vary his focus, and construct different identifying 
contexts of female undress. This is clear from the fact that the maid’s increased 
marginalization does not correspond with an increased eroticization or sexualization of 
the depicted bather. Thus, even in the deeply contrasted depictions of the paired women 
in these works, the division between woman as subject and woman as object remains 
ambiguous, and Degas remains difficult to pin down. It is worth noting that his oeuvre 
                                                 
129 Richard Thomson reads this choice as both classist and misogynist in his book Degas: 
The Nudes (1988). His reading of Woman Having her Hair Combed states that “Degas 
literally effaces the subservient maid and makes a patronizing pun between the mistress’s 
breast and the buttoned sofa” (145). Wendy Lesser dismisses this view entirely (35). I 
ascribe to Thomson’s assessment of the maids in certain images, but not in others. 
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contains counterpoints to both Woman Having her Hair Combed and the After the Bath 
III series. The former finds its balance in the image The Toilette, found in the lithograph 
transfer from monotypes Three Subjects: The Toilette; Marcellin Desboutin; the Café 
Concert (1876-77). The latter corresponds to the pastel Breakfast after the Bath and some 
of its associated studies.130 In The Toilette, it is the maid, not the nude bather, who 
dominates the image and occupies Degas’s primary focus. In Breakfast after the Bath, the 
two women share the spotlight, but the maid is heavily foregrounded and emerges as the 
more interesting of the two figures.131 
Alongside the relationship examined above between the maid and the towel, the 
various versions of After the Bath and similar works by Degas also depict a connection 
between that same towel and the bather. As previously stated, this expanse of fabric 
structures the image and frames the bather. Its angular shape and clear vertical folds 
contrast with the softer, curving lines of the woman’s unclothed body. The underlying 
tension of that contrast focuses the pictorial narrative of the image on another implicit 
contrast, that between the uninhibited, unencumbered naked body and the social 
structures into which that body must fold itself. This reading of the towel as a symbol of 
social indoctrination may seem uncertain. But such an interpretation follows logically 
from an alternative reading of the towel as a peignoir. In at least some of these works, the 
                                                 
130 1895-98, private collection. The Musée d’Orsay holds the related charcoal and pastel 
study La tasse de chocolat après le bain (1905-1908). Other related versions are largely 
in private collections and thus not accessible to the public. 
131 La Masseuse is the only Degas sculpture featuring both a working-class woman at 
work and a presumably bourgeois woman receiving her services. In that piece, the two 
women share equal narrative and compositional importance. 
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nature of the draped cloth held by the maid cannot be definitively known. While Reed 
and Shapiro describe this object as a “towel” in their catalogue entry on After the Bath III 
(241), they call it a “peignoir” when discussing After the Bath (large version) (Reed 245). 
It remains unclear if this differing interpretation of almost identical objects was 
intentional on the part of Reed and Shapiro. 
However, it is not difficult to understand why 
one might opt to read the item as a peignoir. In 
After the Bath (large version), as in most of the 
other related works, the bather bends forward 
and twists around to dry her hip with a towel 
she holds in her hand. The fact that she dries 
herself may render the maid’s towel 
redundant, or at the very least change its 
function from drying to covering the body. 
This secondary function aligns with that of a peignoir or other clothing item.  
Comparing the object in the After the Bath series with the similar item in the 
various states of the drypoint and aquatint series Leaving the Bath (1879-80) (fig. 18) 
further supports the alternative reading of this object as a peignoir.132 Throughout that 
series, Degas continually adjusts and refigures the shape of this item, but many states of 
this work show an elongated protrusion on its right side that greatly resembles a flowy, 
                                                 
132 My analysis refers specifically to the 12th and 15th states of 22, held by the Met, and 
the 9th and 17th states held by the Boston MFA. 
Figure 18: Leaving the Bath (15th state) 
– 1879-80, drypoint and aquatint on 
wove paper 
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bell-shaped sleeve. Of the states under consideration, the sleeve is clearest in the fifteenth 
state, but all the versions of this work contain some trace of the sleeve’s shape, especially 
its ruffled cuff. Even in those versions where Degas completely reworks this aspect of the 
image to make the towel reading unequivocal, such as in the ninth state, there remain 
artefacts of the effaced garment.  
The framing of After the Bath III and After the Bath (large version) crop the right 
edge of the cloth and thus make it impossible to definitively interpret it as either towel or 
peignoir. Yet its resemblance in form, placement in the hands of the maid, and the shape 
of its sagging top edge closely align it with the peignoir in Leaving the Bath. Whether it 
is a peignoir or a towel intended to cover the bather’s body, the function is unchanged: 
the item the maid holds up to clothe the bather’s naked form announces her imminent, but 
not yet accomplished, re-entry into the social structure defined by her garments. If the 
maid in these works is subsumed by her clothing, the bather only momentarily escapes a 
similar fate. This liminal moment between the tub and the peignoir offers one of the rare 
views we might have of the socially unencumbered modern nude. For this moment at 
least, the bather’s skin and the flesh it covers are her own, and are not caught in the 
performance of a particular role. If only for the space of a few steps, the bather can be 
simply and only herself. In this sense, she encapsulates Berger’s definition of the “naked” 
as meaning to be and to be seen as oneself. Such a depiction elevates the unclothed 
bathers in these various pieces from the level of objectified study toward that of 
subjectified woman. Thus, the depiction of the clothing that will trigger the woman’s 
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return to the social signals the fact that her representation within the image itself resists 
those same social forces of objectification and prescribed identity. 
 
The Mind Emerges: Reading in the Dark 
The final surprising element to Degas’s 
reinvention of the genre nude lies in his ability 
to feature a woman’s capacity for thought 
through an image of her unclothed body. It is 
in this juxtaposition that the reversal from 
objectified “nude” to subjectified “naked” 
woman becomes most visceral. This effect 
comes to the fore in certain of his dark field 
brothel monotypes, such as Woman Reading 
(Liseuse) (fig. 19), La Toilette (Lecture après 
le bain) (1877-83; private collection) (fig. 20), 
and La Lettre (c. 1882-85; Collection Marcel 
Lecomte) (fig. 21).133 134 All three monotypes feature a woman – most likely a prostitute 
                                                 
133 There are two other well-known prints of Woman Reading (Liseuse) (c. 1885; 
National Gallery of Art), both entitled The Reader (Le Repos) (c. 1880-85, Kunsthalle 
Bremen, Kupferstichkabinett – Der Kunstverein in Bremen). They are printed recto-verso 
on a single sheet. The recto is the counterproof of Woman Reading (Liseuse). The verso 
is a significantly lightened proof of this same monotype. 
134 To an extent, many of the arguments in this section can also be applied to the dark 
field monotype Woman Reclining on Her Bed (Femme étendue sur son lit) (c. 1879-83, 
The Art Institute of Chicago) and the pastel over monotype version of the same work 
Female Nude Reclining (Femme nue couchée) (c. 1888-90, Ann and Gordon Getty). 
Figure 19: Woman Reading (Liseuse) - 
c. 1885, monotype on paper 
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– curled on a sofa in a dark room, hunched over a letter or a newspaper. A nearby lamp 
casts light on the page she holds and constitutes the primary source of illumination in the 
image (Rey 105). In the first work, she faces away from the viewer. In the other two, her 
body is angled forward. Regardless of her bodily orientation however, the woman’s form 
– defined by wiping away the thick ink from a copper plate – remains ambiguous. In all 
three of these monotypes, parts of the reading woman’s form share the same tonal values 
and texture as the upholstery upon which she sits, and portions of her outline dissolve 
into the dramatically dark chiaroscuro of the background. In the previous section about 
maids, we demonstrated that this kind of corporeal fusion with the background encloses 
these women in the objectified social status of their trade. Yet, this same effect liberates 
the prostitute from a static depiction of sexualized commerce. This phenomenon arises in 
these works because their compositional elements obscure and de-eroticize the unclothed 
body while emphasizing the private act of engaging with a text. 
Kathryn Brown examines the intricacies of reading as a female activity during this 
time period in her book, Women Readers in French Painting 1870-1890: A Space for the 
Imagination (2012). Her first chapter discusses reading as a form of “portable privacy” 
that blurs the line between public and private spaces. Brown specifically highlights the 
way in which the short, choppy brush strokes in Manet’s Woman Reading (1879-80; Art 
Institute of Chicago) allow the central figure to blend into the texture of the background 
and thereby resist the viewer’s desire for a clear interpretation of her form (Women 
Readers 37). This technique softens the woman’s outline, despite Manet’s use of a highly 
contrasting palette of bright colors in the background and comparatively subdued hues for 
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the woman’s clothing and skin. For Brown, this suggests a limited “knowability” of the 
reading woman that counters the viewer’s control over the experience of understanding a 
work of art (Women Readers 36). Manet grants the depicted woman some measure of 
privacy through the act of reading. She does not engage directly with her surroundings; 
instead the illustrated journal she holds forms a physical barrier that defines her personal 
space and separates her from both the viewer and any potential passers-by within the 
fictional narrative of the image (Women Readers 37). Her apparent absorption in her 
reading magnifies this distancing effect and seems to affirm a mental, as well as physical, 
disconnect from her surroundings. Although she is in a public space, her experience of 
this moment remains private.135 As we shall see, Degas grants the prostitutes in these 
monotypes a similar physical remove and compositional privacy.  
Brown applies the question of “knowability” to certain of Degas’s monotypes in 
her fifth chapter, “Books and Bodies,” including two of the works here under 
consideration: Woman Reading (Liseuse), and La Toilette (Lecture après le bain).136 Her 
analysis examines “the ways in which the monotypes simultaneously invite and subvert 
the erotic enjoyment of the viewer by locating reading on the margins of visibility” 
                                                 
135 Brown argues for the ambiguity of the painting’s setting, as it is unclear whether the 
woman is seated indoors or outdoors. She further asserts that the contrast between the 
painting’s decontextualizing elements and the woman’s eye-catching, fashionable attire 
and toilette establishes “contradictory compositional trajectories: one oriented toward 
display, social visibility, and participation in mass media, the other towards imaginative 
interiority, concealment, and erosion of visual certainty” (Women Readers 37). 
136 Fig. 20 is a photograph I took of La Toilette (Lecture après le bain) at the exhibition 
Degas: A Strange New Beauty. Brown’s chapter also examined the monotype Woman 
Reclining on Her Bed. 
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(Women Readers 175). 
Although Brown’s 
analysis does not 
include La Lettre, the 
third monotype here 
under analysis, her 
comment can be applied 
equally well to that 
piece. Indeed, Degas’s 
compositional choices in these 
works do subvert erotic enjoyment, and the impact of that subversion is key to the present 
reading of the depicted women as challenging – or perhaps even exceeding – the limits of 
a simple objectification.  
The subversion of erotic enjoyment in these works undermines the voyeuristic 
objectification of the depicted women. This form of resistance hinges upon pictorial 
elements that either disrupt the viewer’s act of reading the image, de-eroticize the 
woman’s body, or both. This first effect of limiting the legibility of the image arises 
largely from particularities of the dark field monotype medium itself, as well as certain of 
Degas’s compositional choices that further impede the viewer’s access to the work’s 
central figure. Specifically, the prevailing darkness of the dark field monotype plays a 
role in keeping the viewer at arm’s length from the reading woman. Starkly limiting the 
amount of light depicted in this already monochromatic medium also somewhat reduces 
Figure 20: La Toilette (Lecture après le bain) – 1880-85, 
monotype on paper 
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tonal contrast within the work. By minimizing the use of contrast in both tone and color, 
Degas deprives the viewer of two frequent touchstones in deciphering images that lack 
sharp line and form. He thus decreases the overall legibility of the woman’s body as 
distinct from her surroundings. This effect can be found to some degree in all three 
monotypes, but it is especially evident in Degas’s modeling of the head in Woman 
Reading (Liseuse) and La Toilette (Lecture après le bain). In both works, the dark, 
amorphous splotch of the woman’s 
head and hair exactly match the tone 
and shade of the wall behind her. The 
woman’s outline disintegrates as her 
head merges completely with the 
shadowy space behind her. Only the 
faintest of scratched lines, meant to 
indicate the texture of her hair, allow 
the viewer to tease out the where her 
body stops and the room begins.  
In addition to this tonal ambiguity, 
Degas also reduces textural contrast to 
obscure certain parts of the depicted woman’s body. Whereas Manet’s use of this strategy 
in Woman Reading is most apparent at close range, Degas implements it widely. By its 
very nature, dark field monotypes lend themselves to murky images. Degas compounds 
the uncertainty of line and form in this medium by wiping, smearing, daubing, and 
Figure 21: La Lettre – 1882-85, 
monotype on paper 
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scraping the thick, black ink with “not only brushes and rags, but likely also sponges, and 
certainly his fingertips” (Parshall 164), as well as “improvised implements such as the tip 
of a brush handle” (Parshall 163), which he used to trace more precise lines. Each of 
these implements leaves a textural mark in the ink, but most of them produce a streaky or 
blurred pattern with indistinct edges. Wiping with more or less pressure creates tonal 
differences and shadows that could model form but lacked finite shape. Again, Degas 
uses these tools to excavate his women from the ink, but their emergence remains 
incomplete. In Woman Reading (Liseuse), the curve of the woman’s buttocks fades into 
the texturally identical upholstery of the couch on which she sits. The back of her left 
thigh blends into her left calf; where we should see a hint of her right leg folded beneath 
her, Degas offers only an indistinct swirl of shadow and highlight. Likewise, in La Lettre, 
the woman’s left hip sinks unseen into a cushion.137 Degas thus physically erases the 
boundaries between the woman’s body and her environment. Because this technique 
renders the woman inextricable from her surroundings, the viewer is quite literally denied 
the ability to visualize her as a discrete object. Despite the vivid corporeality of her 
physical presence, her body remains somewhat illegible to the viewer. 
Alongside the limited legibility of the body, these monotypes also seem to express 
a shift from the public to the private. The “portable privacy” of Manet’s Woman Reading 
stems from the cultivation of “imaginative interiority, concealment, and an erosion of 
visual certainty” (Brown, Women Readers, 37). If Manet thus worked a subtle magic to 
                                                 
137 Figure 21 is a photograph I took of La Lettre at the exhibition Degas: A Strange New 
Beauty. 
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suggest the private in a public cafe, here Degas forcefully transforms the semi-public 
realm of the brothel into the closed, decidedly private domain of the depicted woman. 
The light field brothel monotypes tend to emphasize the exposed bodies of the prostitutes 
on display as they await their clients, be it in their rented rooms or in the even more 
public brothel parlor. Such images highlight the public availability – and thus the 
commodification – of the fille publique. Yet these dark field monotypes offer no such 
guarantee of access to the women they depict. In fact, the shadowy rooms Degas 
describes in these works evoke a “cocoonlike den of darkness, warmth, and domesticity,” 
which “constitutes another rejection of the usual reading” of the prostitute’s sexualization 
(Rexer 139). The darkened atmosphere holds the viewer at a distance while protectively 
enveloping the woman in a timeless instant of solitary, unconcerned leisure.  
Indeed, this space and this moment seem to belong purely to the unclothed 
woman who inhabits them. Each element of these monotypes – from the close framing 
around her body, to her casual, unpretentious pose, to the minimal background details – 
indicate a woman who is unequivocally alone, and moreover at ease in that solitude. 
Works such as Woman Having her Hair Combed and Dancer at Rest show a strictly 
internal focus without necessarily suggesting genuine seclusion; these monotypes deliver 
on that promise of a woman alone. Brown’s category of “solitary subject” works – 
meaning works in which a woman is “simply alone and unobserved” (“Aesthetics” 336) – 
clearly applies here. Although Woman Reading presents the woman’s back to the viewer, 
her body language contains no hint of inhibition or a desire to conceal; her curled, 
slumped posture on the couch, though awkward, seems in no way ill at ease. The women 
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in La Lettre and La Toilette (Lecture après le bain) appear equally unconcerned as they 
recline unimpeded by garments of any kind. Their legs bend and splay naturally as they 
rest their weight on elbows and shoulders sunk deep into cushions. This same lack of 
attention by the women to their own bodies allows the viewer in turn to shift the focus 
from an analysis of what the unclothed woman represents to a more direct exploration of 
who she is and what she is doing. As each aspect of the monotype foregrounds the 
woman’s privacy, so too they highlight her implicitly inaccessible experience as an 
individual rather than the reiteration of a trope. 
Degas’s choice to feature the private life of the fille publique in a genre nude 
already seems to challenge the usual place of the prostitute in art of the time as a symbol 
of excess, overt sexuality, and social disorder. But this alone is not enough to position the 
prostitute as a representative of a more general female experience. Although we cannot 
claim this was his explicit intent, it is widely accepted that he wanted to capture the 
ephemeral essentiality of his modern world. In these monotypes at least, a key element in 
his success is the de-eroticization of the nude. By granting his nudes practical, if intimate, 
gestures of modern daily life even within the confines of the brothel, Degas could “dilute 
the sexuality of women’s bodies by going beyond the erotic passivity of the Old 
Testament Susanna surprised in the privacy of her bath” (Rey 110). Raisa Rexer points 
out in her chapter “Stockings and Mirrors” (137-175) in Hauptman’s A Strange New 
Beauty (2016) that many of Degas’s brothel monotypes subvert or invert the objectifying 
“defining compositional conventions” of pornographic photography (139). As is the case 
with many of the brothel monotypes, the pose assumed by the unclothed women in 
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Woman Reading (Liseuse), La Lettre, and La Toilette (Lecture après le bain) could have 
been plucked almost directly from such salacious images (138). But as Rexer states, 
although Degas appropriates the content of the pornographic image, he does not 
necessarily reproduce its objectifying effects. The nature of the dark field monotype itself 
renders vague and ambiguous what pornographic photography highlights and defines: the 
precise, exacting shapes of a real woman’s body. In the latter two monotypes especially, 
Degas uses a pose that could easily lend itself to that cornerstone of pornography, the so-
called “beaver shot.” Instead, both images conceal the woman’s genitals. In La Lettre, the 
woman’s hand, bathed in shadow, rests idly in her lap; in La Toilette (Lecture après le 
bain), Degas shrouds this area with an amorphous smudge. Furthermore, Degas extends 
the typical frame of the pornographic photograph to ensure that these women exist in 
rooms – however dim – that illustrate some particularity of their lives. We can infer from 
this exclusion of performative nudity that it is not so much that these women reject the 
viewer’s objectifying gaze, but rather that for these women, the viewer does not exist at 
all. In a sense, these images convey a neutral snapshot of an intimate, but ordinary 
moment, rather than taking part in a specific tradition of artistic representation. The 
implicit suggestion becomes, of course, that these prostitutes – and perhaps in turn all 
women, regardless of status or degree of dress – possess an internal life of experiences 
beyond those few expressed in previous artistic investigations of the nude. To recall John 
Berger, these works are not “nudes” at all, but rather depictions of “naked” women as 
subjects: unclothed women who are simply and straight-forwardly themselves. 
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No discussion of Degas’s brothel monotypes would be complete without 
acknowledging the apparent deformity he inscribes on the bodies of these prostitutes. 
Unlike his bathers, who typically exhibit proportionate and beautifully modeled bodies 
despite the ungainly poses of their ablutions, the women of the monotypes offer little 
grace of form. The left hand and foot in Woman Reading (Liseuse) are both outsized and 
almost animalistic. Degas drastically thickens and shortens her left forearm, as well as 
her left calf; this distortion further heightens the strangeness of her hand and foot. 
Likewise, her thigh and buttocks merge into a single, oversized shape; her neck is 
altogether absent. While this effect is less evident in La Lettre and La Toilette (Lecture 
après le bain), the women in these works also sport distorted limbs and strangely-shaped 
bodies that cannot be explained away as simple miscalculation or an accident of the 
printing process. The right calf and foot visible in La Lettre appear shriveled and jut out 
at a bizarre angle from the woman’s bent knee. In La Toilette (Lecture après le bain), the 
woman’s doughy stomach echoes the distended shape of the cushion upon which she 
reclines, and the bright circle that floats just beneath her chin appears to be a bizarrely-
placed breast.  
The imprecise nature of dark field monotypes meant that Degas could exert 
“greater freedom with anatomy,” as the bodies of the women he depicted “morph into 
different volumes with imperfect proportions when compared with the parts of the body 
they are supposed to be representing” (Rey 108). Rather than focusing on an actual 
reproduction of the human form, Degas could use the monotypes as “an exercise in 
synthesizing the body” (Rey 108). However, this technical explanation offers little 
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satisfaction from a critical perspective. Many critics, ranging from Paul Valéry to Charles 
Bernheimer, have asserted the misogyny of Degas.138 This accusation drew, at least in 
part, from the quasi-bestial physiognomy he displays in many of the brothel monotypes. 
Other critics, such as Norma Broude, have instead argued that the caricaturized nature of 
their bodies may be a commentary on the horrifying and corrupting system of state-
supported prostitution in which these women were trapped (“French Feminism” 651).139 
In this view, their malformed bodies are the physical manifestation of the “torturous” 
impact of their profession and the society that sanctions it upon their lives (Rey 103). The 
fact that the monotypes from the 1880s typically de-emphasize the women’s genitals 
even as they display other indications of an unpleasant existence (Rey 102) further 
supports this view. Degas’s decision to correct the bodily discrepancies of form and 
proportion in many of the pastel versions of his brothel monotypes could lend support to 
either supposition; when the prostitute becomes the bather, the physical markers of her 
profession – and Degas’s alleged distaste for that profession – fade from view.  
Yet beyond the potential merits or drawbacks of these critical approaches, they 
share a common dependency on the de-eroticizing effect of distorting the female body. 
As Brown points out, these dark field monotypes expose “a moment of intellectual 
privacy set against the unfulfilled promise of the reader’s naked form” (Women Readers 
                                                 
138 See Bernheimer’s comments on Valéry’s reading of Degas and his own perspective in 
chapter six (“Degas’s Brothels: Voyeurism and Ideology”) of Figures of Ill Repute. 
139 See Broude’s article “Degas’s “Misogyny”” for her thoughts on the accusation of 
misogyny in Degas’s works. For a complete discussion of her theories surrounding the 
possible influence of Degas’s friend, the Italian women’s suffragist Diego Martelli, on his 
depictions of prostitution, see her article “Edgar Degas and French Feminism.” 
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176). Indeed, if the prostitute, the classic symbol of sexual permissiveness, can be recast 
as decidedly unsexy, our interest in her body must undergo a corresponding shift from 
her potential eroticism to her actual actions. Limitations on the woman’s legibility, 
accessibility, and availability for sexual objectification in the three dark field monotypes 
under consideration coalesce to foreground her mental activity. In essence, the unclothed 
public prostitute becomes a private woman clothed in the darkness of her enclosed 
domain. The viewer’s focus in the image then shifts from an exploration of her partially 
revealed body to curiosity about her unexpected leisure activity of reading. 
More than simply refocusing the viewer on the woman’s act of reading, the 
difficulty of deciphering these images pushes the viewer to examine his or her own 
efforts to read art in general, and the unclothed body of a woman in particular. Such a 
juxtaposition forces the viewer to recognize the depicted woman as a character with an 
independent consciousness within an unclothed body, rather than a simple body for 
consumption. While reading itself may have been considered suspect and evoked the 
specter of masturbation (Rey 101), in reality, we have no way to determine the content of 
the written material under inspection in these monotypes. These objects shine out in the 
images, second in brightness only to the lamps that illuminate them. Yet details as 
mundane as the exact format of these items is uncertain. La Toilette (Lecture après le 
bain) likely shows a newspaper, but it could just as easily be a woman’s journal like the 
one shown in Manet’s Woman Reading. The item in Degas’s Woman Reading (Liseuse) 
is even more ambiguous; it might be a newspaper, a journal, a letter, or something else 
entirely. Even the letter in La Lettre appears somewhat ambiguous; the way it rests in her 
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hand hints that it might instead be a pamphlet or even a very small book. Such ambiguity 
in form ensures the reading woman’s intellectual privacy even as it further incites our 
desire to know.  
A letter to a prostitute might represent a perhaps unexpected connection to family, 
friends, or perhaps even a lover outside the birdcage of the brothel. Such a link to the 
outside world complicates the assumption that women who become prostitutes have no 
social network upon which they can draw. Illustrated women’s journals of the time 
“typically combined images and texts that reported not just on fashion news, but on faits 
divers, political affairs, and topical issues relating to art, finance, science and culture” 
(Brown, Women Readers, 36). Degas does not specify in any way which sections of the 
newspaper or journal his women may be reading in Woman Reading (Liseuse) or La 
Toilette (Lecture après le bain). But by suggesting that a woman, and especially a 
prostitute, might have access to the latest cultural thought on a wide variety of subjects 
brings with it the inevitable suggestion that she may be interested in and capable of 
following such commentary. By granting these women access to such textual materials, 
Degas disrupts the image of the brothel as a closed space that exists apart from the world 
at large. Regardless of Degas’s specific feelings about prostitution, it is clear that Paris of 
the 19th century saw them as a necessary evil to contain the undesirable elements of 
society.140 Yet, by depicting these women engaging in the decidedly mundane leisure 
                                                 
140 See Bernheimer, chapter one “Parent-Duchâtelet: Engineer of Abjection” and Harsin, 
chapter one “Bringing Order into Disorder” for a more complete discussion of 19th 
century views on prostitution and the ways in which it was legally contained and hidden 
from view. 
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activity of maintaining personal correspondence and reading popular publications, he to 
some degree erases the artificial separation between the type of woman who performs sex 
work and the type of woman whose leisure is supported by marriage or social status. This 
is not to suggest that Degas saw these two groups as equivalent, but merely to state that 
his depictions of the modern woman sought to capture universal experiences of daily life. 
Because he chose to center reading as part of a woman’s quotidian life, her state of dress 
and the particularities of her body become less significant and less interesting than 
engaging with these women as characters with an inner life that exists alongside their 
corporeal ones. These works ask us to wonder about the lives of these women. Degas 
uses these images to capture a sense of his modern era and the evocative humanity of 
those who peopled it.  
In his book Impressions and Opinions (1891), George Moore recounts Degas’s 
own explanation of what he sought to capture in his various explorations of the female 
nude: 
Hitherto the nude has always been represented in poses which 
presuppose an audience, but these women of mine are honest, simple 
folk, unconcerned by any other interests than those involved in their 
physical condition. Here is another; she is washing her feet. It is as if 
you looked through a keyhole (318). 
 
This keyhole perspective – the same one defined by Callen – gives credence to the idea 
that at least some the bathing women Degas depicts are “unconcerned by” or perhaps 
unaware of the voyeuristic presence of the viewer. Feeling no pull toward performativity, 
they turn inward as an act of self-possession. Particularly in the “solitary subject” works, 
any use of “reflexivity” to disrupt the objectifying male gaze is replaced by private 
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reflection: on their bodies in space, on the sensations they experience, and on the 
thoughts that drift unseen behind their eyes. They are simply and unabashedly 
themselves, without the interference or appraisal of others. Most especially in works like 
Woman Having her Hair Combed and Woman Reading (Liseuse), these women even 
seem to have escaped – however briefly – the exteriorized gaze and auto-surveillance 
described by Berger at the beginning of this chapter. Yet, we may sense that the “honest, 
simple” women of the “observed subject” works also possess some kind of inner life 
within the narrative of the image. The reactions to voyeurism they express are equally 
“honest, simple” representations of the women who people Degas’s society and 
imagination. By centering the experiences of the women in at least some of his art, Degas 
succeeds in redefining the genre of the female nude. The gilded birdcage has been 
opened, and the women who were once accessories to and objects of art are no longer 
simple captives or victims. They count; they are seen.  
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CONCLUSION 
In her book Shakespeare from the Margins: Language, Culture, Context (1996), 
Patricia Parker remarks on the frequent exclusion of minor or marginalized textual details 
from critical paradigms, and argues that it can be through these same, small details that 
marginalized characters, such as women, assert themselves within a text (16). Many – 
though not all – of the elements here examined certainly fall into the category of small or 
marginal details. This was a natural choice, as it is through the cataloguing and analysis 
of these elements that the soft power of these women becomes most visible, and with it, 
their narrative centrality is validated. In each of these cases, be it Balzac’s postponed 
introduction of Esther, Baudelaire’s varying use of end-stopped or enjambed lines in “Le 
Serpent qui danse,” or Degas’s careful addition of pastel to highlight a tensed muscle, 
each of these details outlines part of the story of these women that might otherwise have 
passed in silence.  
This quality of the seemingly trivial to give voice to the marginalized is precisely 
the strength of soft power and the root of these women’s resistance to objectification. If 
power is understood as the capacity to effect an outcome, then the power of the feminine 
in these works lies in their capacity to shape and contribute to their texts. Art functions as 
a point of cultural contact through which the cliché can be overwritten. In Balzac’s novel, 
Esther’s production of texts independent of the narrator allows her to supplant the image 
of her body with a portrait of her own making. By taking control of apparently minor 
details – be it by tailoring her mode of address to her audience or by playing upon the 
subtextual meaning of a turn of phrase – she is able to make visible to the other 
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characters a vision of herself that is at odds with her circumstances. Her power to 
elucidate and undermine the integratory mechanisms of her society is potent precisely 
because her resistance is not overt. She embraces the process in good faith while 
opposing the efforts of others to deny her transformation.  
Similarly, the effect of the feminine in Baudelaire’s poems is not the erasure of 
objectification, but rather its convergence with signifiers of the textual subject. As in “Le 
Serpent qui danse,” the woman’s body ultimately becomes indistinguishable from and 
integral to the poetry that seeks to capture her. The soft power of the feminine here stems 
from the seductive projection of a tantalizing surface while maintaining an irresolvable 
multiplicity that continuously reaffirms itself throughout the text. In this way, woman is 
able to break free of the idealizing constraints of the male gaze and instead act as a 
participant in the generation of the work. Betty McGraw, paraphrasing Roland Barthes, 
writes that “The textual structure bears the imprint of a subject's desire to signify itself 
within the signifying chain, but from a place which is that of someone whose sexual 
stability is forever deferred” (148). Those places in which Baudelaire’s poems slip the 
bonds of convention and conflate subject and object, male and female, do seem to mark a 
kind of textual eruption aimed at signifying and validating the feminine. At the same 
time, however, the fascinating quality of the text persists because the stability of that 
signification remains “deferred” in Baudelaire’s pursuit of the ineffable. 
Finally, Degas’s works frame the marginalized body of the woman as itself the 
contestatory text that must be read through the lens of minor details in order to find the 
narrative voice within. Baudelaire writes in Le peintre de la vie moderne that, “ Le plaisir 
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que nous retirons de la représentation du présent tient non-seulement à la beauté dont il 
peut être revêtu, mais aussi à sa qualité essentielle de présent.” (Œuvres complètes 52). It 
is Degas’s ability to distill and remain true to the present moment in his works that allows 
his depictions of women to exceed the voyeuristic bounds of his images. In pastels like 
Woman Having her Hair Combed and monotypes like Woman Reading (Liseuse), Degas 
centers the corporeal presence of the women he depicts. The resulting effect hints at a 
feminine interiority that challenges the established objectification of the genre nude. 
These women do not employ their soft power so much as they embody it. Their 
nonchalance and their casual inhabitation of their own bodies implicitly challenges their 
assumed objectification and shifts their nudity from performance to self-possession.  
All told, the representation of women in these works also depends upon their 
ability to engage with and push the audience. Balzac’s framing of Esther lends her a 
special poignancy that draws in the reader as an essential witness to her journey. The text 
presents her as a believable character with real convictions, and this allows her to emerge 
as a textual subject despite her treatment at the hands of the other characters. Baudelaire’s 
attempt to lift the veil on modernity depends equally on the reader’s willingness to go 
along with him in poems that transmute the concrete into the fanciful. The openness and 
careful attention thus incumbent on his readers then becomes key to hearing the 
polyphony of the feminine that underpins his texts. For Degas’s women as well, the 
viewer becomes the witness who validates their presence as subjects within their own 
visual narratives. The mixture of mystery and mundanity these women evoke holds our 
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attention, while the subtle nuances of their poses inevitably conjure a familiarity that 
invites identification.  
Across these works, strategies of resistance and soft power enact a reclaiming of 
the sexualized body by women who see themselves – and who help us to see them – not 
as objects of desire, but subjects of their own stories. The success of this resistance is not 
complete. Esther’s identity remains ultimately unsustainable and requires her suicide for 
validation in the face of a society in which she has no place. The representations of 
women in Baudelaire’s poetry cannot escape dependence upon their fragmented bodies as 
a means of entering the text. Even some of the most powerfully depicted women in 
Degas’s oeuvre rely for context on a maid who has been reduced to a mere prop. 
Nevertheless, because it is possible to find textual traces of that resistance, these works 
still lend themselves to new readings that redefine the place of women in the oeuvres of 
these artists and open these works to a different understanding of the power dynamics at 
play within them. McGraw posits that “seductive writing is a conceptual surplus, a 
ground from which a feminine practice plays the [masculine] discourse of truth/power off 
against itself. It does this with complicity-not by imposing new laws, but by quietly 
placing a new thought where the old thought falters.” (149) In this sense, a search for soft 
power and subtle acts of resistance may offer a new point of entry to understanding 
identity construction by female characters in other texts of the 19th century and beyond. 
But regardless of the implications of such an approach in other works, it has allowed 
these women to step forward into a new light. Where objectification has faltered, they 
have quietly placed a new thought: that of the subject.   
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APPENDIX 
La Chevelure 
Ô toison, moutonnant jusque sur l’encolure ! 
Ô boucles ! Ô parfum chargé de nonchaloir ! 
Extase ! Pour peupler ce soir l'alcôve obscure 
Des souvenirs dormant dans cette chevelure, 
Je la veux agiter dans l'air comme un mouchoir ! 
La langoureuse Asie et la brûlante Afrique, 
Tout un monde lointain, absent, presque défunt, 
Vit dans tes profondeurs, forêt aromatique ! 
Comme d'autres esprits voguent sur la musique, 
Le mien, ô mon amour ! nage sur ton parfum. 
J'irai là-bas où l'arbre et l'homme, pleins de sève, 
Se pâment longuement sous l'ardeur des climats ; 
Fortes tresses, soyez la houle qui m’enlève ! 
Tu contiens, mer d'ébène, un éblouissant rêve 
De voiles, de rameurs, de flammes et de mâts : 
Un port retentissant où mon âme peut boire 
À grands flots le parfum, le son et la couleur 
Où les vaisseaux, glissant dans l'or et dans la moire 
Ouvrent leurs vastes bras pour embrasser la gloire 
D'un ciel pur où frémit l'éternelle chaleur. 
Je plongerai ma tête amoureuse d'ivresse 
Dans ce noir océan où l'autre est enfermé ; 
Et mon esprit subtil que le roulis caresse 
Saura vous retrouver, ô féconde paresse, 
Infinis bercements du loisir embaumé ! 
Cheveux bleus, pavillon de ténèbres tendues 
Vous me rendez l'azur du ciel immense et rond ; 
Sur les bords duvetés de vos mèches tordues 
Je m'enivre ardemment des senteurs confondues 
De l'huile de coco, du musc et du goudron. 
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Longtemps ! toujours ! ma main dans ta crinière lourde 
Sèmera le rubis, la perle et le saphir, 
Afin qu'à mon désir tu ne sois jamais sourde ! 
N'es-tu pas l'oasis où je rêve, et la gourde 
Où je hume à longs traits le vin du souvenir ?  
 
 
La Beauté 
Je suis belle, ô mortels ! comme un rêve de pierre, 
Et mon sein, où chacun s’est meurtri tour à tour, 
Est fait pour inspirer au poète un amour 
Éternel et muet ainsi que la matière. 
 
Je trône dans l’azur comme un sphinx incompris ; 
J’unis un cœur de neige à la blancheur des cygnes ; 
Je hais le mouvement qui déplace les lignes, 
Et jamais je ne pleure et jamais je ne ris. 
 
Les poètes, devant mes grandes attitudes, 
Que j’ai l’air d’emprunter aux plus fiers monuments, 
Consumeront leurs jours en d’austères études ; 
 
Car j’ai, pour fasciner ces dociles amants, 
De purs miroirs qui font toutes choses plus belles : 
Mes yeux, mes larges yeux aux clartés éternelles ! 
 
 
L’Homme et la mer 
Homme libre, toujours tu chériras la mer ! 
La mer est ton miroir ; tu contemples ton âme 
Dans le déroulement infini de sa lame, 
Et ton esprit n’est pas un gouffre moins amer. 
 
Tu te plais à plonger au sein de ton image ; 
Tu l’embrasses des yeux et des bras, et ton cœur 
Se distrait quelquefois de sa propre rumeur 
Au bruit de cette plainte indomptable et sauvage. 
 
Vous êtes tous les deux ténébreux et discrets : 
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Homme, nul n’a sondé le fond de tes abîmes ; 
O mer, nul ne connaît tes richesses intimes, 
Tant vous êtes jaloux de garder vos secrets ! 
 
Et cependant voilà des siècles innombrables 
Que vous vous combattez sans pitié ni remord, 
Tellement vous aimez le carnage et la mort, 
O lutteurs éternels, ô frères implacables ! 
 
 
Le Serpent qui danse 
Que j’aime voir, chère indolente, 
 De ton corps si beau, 
Comme une étoffe vacillante, 
 Miroiter la peau ! 
 
Sur ta chevelure profonde 
 Aux âcres parfums, 
Mer odorante et vagabonde 
 Aux flots bleus et bruns, 
 
Comme un navire qui s’éveille 
 Au vent du matin, 
Mon âme rêveuse appareille 
 Pour un ciel lointain. 
 
Tes yeux, où rien ne se révèle 
 De doux ni d’amer, 
Sont deux bijoux froids où se mèle 
 L’or avec le fer. 
 
À te voir marcher en cadence, 
 Belle d’abandon, 
On dirait un serpent qui danse 
 Au bout d’un bâton. 
 
Sous le fardeau de ta paresse 
Ta tête d’enfant 
Se balance avec la mollesse 
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 D’un jeune éléphant, 
 
Et ton corps se penche et s’allonge 
 Comme un fin vaisseau 
Qui roule bord sur bord et plonge 
 Ses vergues dans l’eau. 
 
Comme un flot grossi par la fonte 
 Des glaciers grondants, 
Quand l’eau de ta bouche remonte 
 Au bord de tes dents, 
 
Je crois boire un vin de Bohême, 
 Amer et vainqueur, 
Un ciel liquide qui parsème 
 D’étoiles mon cœur ! 
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